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Nine by Night: A Multi-Author Urban Fantasy Bundle of Kickass Heroines, Adventure, & Magic
 
Nine books. Nine bestselling authors. Nine heroines that take names—and chances—while confronting dark foes, whether by force of arms or magic, that threaten their entire world.
 
Over two thousand pages of epic reading await! Let the adventures begin.
 

 
From NYT and USA Today Bestselling Author, SM REINE, WITCH HUNT –– Shaman on the run. Isobel Stonecrow speaks with the dead...for the right price. She brings closure to the bereaved and heals broken hearts. But when she resurrects someone for the wrong client, she ends up on the OPA's most wanted list.
 
From NYT and USA Today Bestselling author, CJ ELLISSON,  DEATH’S SERVANT –– Jonathan Winchester has clashed with his werewolf alpha one too many times.  He returns to Virginia to find work and meets a young waitress, Raine. As their relationship progresses, Jon's embroiled in more intrigue than he bargained for and a danger bigger than he can handle.
 
From bestselling author, LINDSAY BUROKER, TORRENT –– When Delia chose to major in archaeology, she imagined herself as the female Indiana Jones of the Southwest. She didn't imagine herself stumbling across decapitated bodies in old mine shafts or learning that monsters are real…
 
From bestselling author, ANTHEA SHARP, SPARK –– What if a high-tech game was a gateway to the treacherous Realm of Faerie?
Superstar gamer Spark Jaxley's life might look easy, but she's part of an elite few who guard a shocking secret; the Realm of Faerie exists, and its dark magic is desperate for a foothold in the mortal world.
 
From bestselling authors BOONE BRUX and CJ ELLISSON, DEATH TIMES TWO –– The V V Inn has a ghost problem. New grim reaper, Lisa Carron, accepts the job. She quickly learns the hotel is full of the dearly departed—and she’s working for vampires. Throw in Asa, a young vamp hot enough to melt the Arctic ice, and Lisa realizes she’s way out of her element.
 
From bestselling author, JC ANDRIJESKI, ROOK: ALLIE’S WAR EPISODES 1-4 –– Like most humans, Allie distanced herself from Seers, a race of human-like beings discovered on Earth. Yanked out of her life by the mysterious Revik, Allie finds out her blood may not be as “human” as she thought, the world is nothing like it appears to be...and she has more in common with Seers than she ever wanted to believe.
 
From bestselling author, ANNIE BELLET, JUSTICE CALLING –– Gamer. Nerd. Sorceress.
Jade Crow lives a quiet life running her comic book and game store in Wylde, Idaho. After twenty-five years fleeing from a powerful sorcerer who wants to eat her heart and take her powers, quiet suits her just fine. Surrounded by friends who are even less human than she is, Jade figures she's finally safe. As long as she doesn't use her magic…
 
From bestselling author, JESI LEA RYAN, ARCADIA’S GIFT –– Teenager Arcadia (Cady) Day’s family tragedy unleashes a hidden power. After experiencing what can only be called a psychic episode, her home life crumbles. As her emotional control slips away, Cady begins to suspect that her first psychic episode was just the beginning…
 
From Urban Fantasy author, KARA LEGEND, WILD NIGHT ROAD –– One innocent hex sets off a chain reaction of trouble among the shifters of the Kinraven that threatens war between werewolves, seraphim and witches.
Lilith Darke will do anything to be free of her seraphim master. All hell breaks loose when rival packs face off only to discover a new, deadly threat that will take all their magick to survive.
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WITCH HUNT
A Preternatural Affairs Novel
 
BY SM REINE
 
There are scratches on Cèsar Hawke’s arms, a discharged Glock on his coffee table, and a dead woman in his bathtub. Yeah, maybe he brought the waitress home for some fun—he was too drunk to remember it—but he knows for a fact that he didn’t kill her. He’s an agent with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. He doesn’t hurt people. He saves them.
 
The cops disagree. Now Cèsar is running.
 
Isobel Stonecrow speaks with the dead. She brings closure to the bereaved and heals broken hearts. But when she talks to the wrong spirit, the OPA puts a bounty on her head.
 
Tracking down Isobel is the last case assigned to Cèsar before he bolts. If he finds her, he can prove that he didn’t kill that waitress. He can clear his name, get his job back, and bring justice to all those wronged families. 
 
She’s just one witch. He’s bagged a dozen witches before.
 
How hard can one more be?
 

 



 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Hell of a night.
It was my first thought when I peeled my eyelids open—an immediate precursor to “everything hurts” and “screw tequila, I’m never drinking alcohol again.” My mouth was dry like I’d licked that brown apartment carpeting that every sadistic landlord inflicts on his tenants, including me. My muscles were petrified into knots.
Somehow, I stretched my legs out, flexed my toes, twisted my hips. My spine popped a few times. My body creaked.
And something jangled.
Would you look at that? A pair of open handcuffs dangled from my headboard. The key glistened on the bedside table, reflecting a sunbeam right into my aching eyeballs. I didn’t make a habit of decorating my bedroom with my work equipment, so I assumed that recreational use of my cuffs meant I had company. The best kind of company.
I swatted it with a finger and grinned at the clatter of chains.
My eyes traveled from the cuffs to my arm. Four bloody scratches spanned the space between wrist and elbow.
I’d handled enough crime scenes to recognize fingernail marks. And I’d been with enough women to know that some wildcats liked it like that.
Yeah, definitely a hell of a night.
Too bad I couldn’t remember it.
Grabbing at the scraps of memory made them float away faster. I thought I remembered a beautiful woman with beautiful curves and the kind of throaty giggle that would make me instantly hard. I had half a stalk just trying to remember her.
I sat up, checked the clock. I was late for work. Twenty minutes late, in fact. Should have woken up hours ago, showered, put on my monkey suit, gone into the office. No way I would be in before lunch now. Talk about an instant boner-killer.
Standing hurt in all the bad ways. My throbbing skull made my nuts shrivel into my body. Worst hangover I’ve ever had? Probably. There wasn’t much competition. I wasn’t a drinking guy. If I'd been partying this hard last night, she must have been really worth it.
Where was she, anyway?
I was alone in my bedroom. The open windows cast unforgiving beams of yellow light on the wall, cut into slices by my mini-blinds. The curtains were open. The neighborhood must have gotten a pretty good show.
But there was no woman in sight—no souvenirs but a misused pair of cuffs and a backache.
Out of habit, I opened my side drawer and grabbed a poultice that I’d prepared on the last full moon. Only two of them left. I’d need to do another ritual soon. I popped one into my mouth, chewed the grave dirt and oak, felt my muscles warm with magic. I grimaced as I swallowed. It was about as pleasant as drinking the clumps at the bottom of a protein shake.
I scratched a few unflattering itches as I snagged a suit out of my closet. Looked like I needed to steam out the wrinkles while I showered. Always did. I wasn’t good at getting my clothes out of the dryer in time, and government work didn’t pay well enough to justify the dry cleaners.
I hung it over my arm and dismantled the wards on my bedroom door with a wave of my hand. Or at least, I tried to dismantle the wards, but they weren’t active. I must have forgotten to turn them on during my drunken haze.
As soon as I stepped out and saw the rest of my apartment, I gave a low whistle.
My kitchen was a wreck. The contents of the counters had been dumped on the linoleum. The unplugged microwave was upside down on the toaster like they were the ones having a hot tryst. My jar of dried beans had shattered and spilled its guts all the way into the living room. The Blu-rays were everywhere. Oh man, even my eight-track collection had been screwed up.
There were stains on my couch and I didn’t want to know what they were. Lubricant or bodily fluids or whatever. The damn thing was from IKEA anyway. I would just toss it and get another one.
Again, I tried to remember the night before, and failed.
“Hope you were worth it,” I muttered, mentally tallying the cost of restoring my collections.
Fortunately, my fire safe was untouched, and my badge for work and my wallet were still on the bookshelf. I took a quick inventory of the contents. Cash, driver’s license, genuine counterfeit FBI identification, unmarked key card, St. Benedict’s medallion. Everything in its proper place.
My apartment had been turned upside down by a mysterious woman, but at least she had been honest about it.
Something out of place caught my eye. Not something that had gone missing, but something that didn’t belong to me.
A Glock.
I was already right in front of the bathroom when I saw the gun on my coffee table, so the unpleasant shock of possessing a firearm I didn’t recognize was interrupted by another kind of shock.
The floor in front of the bathroom door squished. I stepped back and lifted a foot to see what I’d touched.
It was red. It was slick. It smelled like a slab of rare steak.
It definitely wasn’t lubricant.
Once I realized that I smelled meat, I smelled more of it. It was thick in my sinuses. I wasn’t just nauseous because of the stiff neck and the hangover; I was nauseous because I smelled something dead.
In my apartment.
Funny how much faster I could move once I’d stepped in a puddle of blood.
I slipped back into the living room, dropped my suit on the chair, grabbed the Louisville Slugger from where it was propped on the wall. Everything was so much brighter and clearer than it had been a few seconds ago. My heart was hammering and every beat was a shot of adrenaline.
As I curled my fists around the bat, my peripheral vision seemed like it widened. The whole world was quiet. The air conditioning clicked on and cool air whispered against my ankles.
The apartment narrowed to the bathroom door as I approached. I didn’t hear anything moving on the other side.
I opened it.
The blood into the carpet was the end of a smear that crossed the linoleum and terminated at the other end of my bathroom—which, until that second, had been my favorite room in the apartment. The toilet and counter and fluorescent lights were standard Home Depot cheapies, but the bathtub was not. It was one of those big corner tubs with the jets that feel like sin after a hard workout at the gym. I’m enough of a man to admit to loving a hot bath. Sometimes even with bubbles and fizzy salts.
And there was the woman that had given me such a wild ride. Legs like a colt. Firm, perky breasts. The kind of pouty lips my eldest brother, Domingo, used to call “beejay mouth” until I punched him hard enough to shut his stupid face.
The mystery woman was real pretty. I knew her name—I was sure I knew her name. For sure she worked at The Olive Pit, a favorite bar for my office. It was where we relaxed on Fridays at six o’clock and held retirement parties and the annual Christmas gift exchange.
This waitress had laughed at me the first time I asked for her name, and the second time, and the third, but eventually I wised up and just took a look at the schedule in the kitchen. I couldn’t remember making love to those long legs and perfect breasts, but I remembered her ridiculously feminine handwriting.
Erin. Her name was Erin, punctuated with a smiley face encircled by a heart.
She was dead in my bathtub.
Hell of a night.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
My name’s Cèsar Hawke. I’m a witch working for a division of the government you’ve never heard about.
The world’s not what everyone thinks it is—unless you think that our world’s a pawn in a game of chess between Heaven and Hell, and riddled with as much magic and wonder as it is with evil.
In that case, the world is exactly what you think.
My place of employment—the Office of Preternatural Affairs—takes a modern approach to an ages-old problem. It used to be that inquisitors would burn demons and the people in league with them. Now we get warrants, perform arrests, put the suspects on trial, and send guilty parties back to the Hell from whence they came with the travel forms filled out in triplicate.
Everything you’ve ever heard about demons, angels, and witches is true. I would know. I’m a witch myself. But the world’s in denial about us. The Industrial Revolution brought about an era of people too smart to believe in the boogeyman and everyone has spent long decades telling themselves comforting lies about the mundane world they think they live in. Aside from some priests, renegade demon hunters, and victims of demonic crime, nobody knows the truth.
Nobody but me and the other magically inclined special agents I work with, anyway. And we work hard to keep it that way.
This stuff I do with the OPA, it saves lives on most days.
Most days, I said.
 

 
I was still standing in the bathroom doorway and didn’t know how long I’d been like that. My arms were hurting from holding the bat with such a tight grip. My breaths were choppy and loud. It was the white roar of an approaching tornado.
Erin had long, lacquered fingernails that were attached to long, shapely arms that were draped over the side of my previously favorite bathtub. The nail on her right-hand ring finger was missing. The one on her pinkie was cracked. They were the kind of fingernails that would leave gouges on a man’s arm during sex if she was having a real good time—or if she was trying to fight off a murderer.
Glancing at the scratches on my arm a second time didn’t fill me with the same proud warmth it had the first time.
Swallowing down the acid taste of bile, I took another step into the bathroom, careful not to smear the blood more than I already had. I needed a better look at what had happened in my apartment—in my damn home.
Her head was tipped back against the tile, so it was easy to see the startlingly dark bruises wrapped around her throat. They formed a perfect imprint of two long-fingered hands that must have seized her from behind.
At a glance, it was hard to say if it was the strangulation that killed her or if it was the gunshot wound positioned directly between the globes of her breasts. I did feel safe guessing that the gunshot wound was where all the blood came from, though.
The Glock on my table.
I was suddenly in motion again, lifting the baseball bat, moving through an apartment that suddenly felt like six hundred square feet of deathtrap.
My search for an intruder was short and fruitless. The closets seemed deep and dark and endless even though they were too small to hold all my TV show Blu-rays, much less a murderer. I opened every kitchen cabinet and there was obviously nobody in there, either. I just about tripped over my free weights as I searched behind the bloody couch—yeah, that was blood on the cushions, all right.
Aside from poor Erin and a Glock that wasn’t mine, I was alone in my apartment.
My cell phone appeared in my hand. I dialed without looking at it as I walked back to the bathroom. I didn’t want to see her like that again, but it seemed too cruel to leave her alone.
Staring at Erin, all I could think about was Ofelia. Erin didn’t look anything like my sister, who was dark-haired and tall, like me. Erin was a short redhead, ivory-skinned and lean. But I looked at Erin, and all I could see was Ofelia with her bloody neck and bruised, lumpy face, and I was filled with a burning hate at myself, hate at the world, hate for the tequila that had wiped my memory of what had happened here.
The phone stopped ringing. Switched to a voice.
“You’re late, Cèsar, and I’m going to have your nuts on a griddle for it. Little salt, lots of pepper, maybe some—”
“There’s a dead body in my bathtub, Suzy,” I interrupted.
Silence.
I probably should have called OPA dispatch or something, but I didn’t want to talk to dispatch; I wanted to talk to my officemate. She would get it. She would know what to do, how I should react, the steps we needed to take to fix it. Her head was always clearer than mine.
“You’re going to have to say that again.” She sounded so calm, but there was a hard edge to her voice. Suzume Takeuchi—Suzy to me—was usually unflappable. But I think I’d just flapped her.
“You heard me. There’s a body in my bathtub. You gotta head down here with a Union unit. We’ve gotta pull this scene apart and figure out what the hell happened.”
Another long pause, and then, “Did you kill her?”
The question hit me between the eyes.
Scratches on my arm, body in my apartment, no memories in my skull—it hadn’t even occurred to me that I might have forgotten about killing Erin.
The idea was so ridiculous that I almost felt like I should laugh.
Almost.
“No, I didn’t kill her,” I said. “Who do you think I am?”
If she answered, I didn’t hear it. I was distracted by the wail of sirens through the cracked bathroom window. They were distant but approaching fast.
It wasn’t the Union, which was like a special forces arm of the OPA. The Union didn’t blast through residential zones with sirens wailing. They were covert ops. They rolled in with black helicopters and black SUVs and quietly arrested or assassinated the guilty.
Since it wasn’t the Union, those sirens belonged to the LAPD. The mundane police force.
Someone had called the damn cops on me.
“I need a Union unit now, Suzy.” I set down the Louisville Slugger and went to my living room window. It was a beautiful spring day. The oak tree blocking half my view was budding. Some kids that lived in the complex were playing on the grass. I could see the flash of lights beyond them.
Suzy seemed to understand why I was suddenly more urgent. “Okay, Cèsar, don’t do anything crazy. I’ll take this straight to Director Friederling. Cooperate with the police; we’ll be there shortly.” And then she hung up on me without saying goodbye because Suzy never said goodbye.
I pulled on the first clothes I found—boxer briefs, a pair of gray sweatpants with my alma mater’s logo on the hip, a white t-shirt—and that was when I heard footsteps coming up the stairs outside.
Every instinct told me to prepare to fight and run. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I shouldn’t have felt guilty. But I was the one with the scratches on my arm and bloody feet, and I knew what they were going to think. I wasn’t authorized to tell these people that I was with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. Officially speaking, the OPA and I didn’t exist.
All the cops were going to see was a man who got drunk off his ass and killed a woman.
But if I ran, if I resisted—like the burn of adrenaline in my veins wanted me to do—they were going to see a man who had killed a woman and was fighting them. It’d be as good as digging myself a nice, deep grave.
I had to cooperate. That was what Suzy said. “Cooperate with the police; we’ll be there shortly.” Like I had any other option.
Then my door was getting kicked open, there were hands forcing me to the floor, and I was handcuffed.
And mostly, I was just thinking that I was definitely never drinking tequila again.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
The police station kind of smelled like piss. You know, ammonia. That chemical in urine that seemed to be impossible to scrub away once the puddle went dry. I could smell bleach, too—someone trying to clean up someone else’s mess.
Seemed like that was going to be a theme for the week.
It wasn’t the first time I’d been there. When Domingo got picked up for tagging in high school, that was where they had brought him: 77th Street Community Police Station. They were cool guys. They knew the neighborhood, they knew the kids, they knew who belonged and who didn’t. I didn’t know any of them by name anymore—it had been a long time since Domingo had gotten into that kind of trouble—but the cops walking me through the front door had the same honest faces that the old guys did.
They marched me past some desks that looked a lot like mine. The desks were covered in paperwork and staffed by exhausted men just trying to make the world a better place, when the world didn’t want to be made any better. They were underfunded and overscheduled and stressed out, just like I was.
But I wasn’t on the desk side of things now. The paperwork wasn’t my problem now. What had happened at my apartment—that was someone else’s bureaucratic nightmare.
The holding cell had a bench and a toilet and a barred window. The one next door had a couple of gang bangers that looked like they had won a fight. The right side of one guy’s face was purple, and the other one was bleeding through the bandages on his ribs. Whatever had happened to them, they were in good enough shape to be in jail. That meant they’d won.
The cops were polite about putting me in the holding cell and locking the door behind me. No manhandling or anything, just took off the cuffs and sat me down.
“I need a phone call,” I said.
One of my escorts said, “We’ll see what we can do.”
I wish I’d told them in the car that I worked for the FBI—the currently accepted cover story for OPA agents—because I was hesitant to say it after having met my two new roommates. I mean, I was an intimidating guy. I benched twice my body weight, my body fat was less than ten percent, and I looked like a freaking tank in gray sweat pants. But two gang members with stylized crosses on their throats and “SUR 13” on their foreheads weren’t going to be hot on chilling in a holding cell with a Fed. The next couple hours of my life would be easier if I kept my cover story to myself.
Once the cops were gone, there was nothing to do but read these guys’ life stories inked into their skin. I didn’t know human gang signs well. Give me a witch wearing chains of crystals and medallions, I could tell you his coven affiliation, status in the witching community, and even his favorite spells to cast. But a sad-looking Jesus, some elaborate crosses, eighteens and thirteens—I had no clue.
They didn’t think much of my staring. They stared back. Hard.
I wished I’d brought my last strength poultice with me when I’d gotten arrested.
I didn’t belong in jail. I wasn’t this guy. I wasn’t the one with the tats bleeding from an alleyway knife fight. Even when I’d gotten caught up in trouble with Domingo, it’d been property crime. Not this violent crap.
Bloody Face started cajoling me in Spanish. Whatever he was saying, it was probably offensive. I wouldn’t know. When my grandmother, who we called Abuelita, had come from San Salvador two generations back, she made sure all her kids spoke English. My parents, aunts, and uncles had never spoken Spanish, so I definitely didn’t. But I still had the looks, and these guys weren’t the first to think they could talk with me in “our” native language.
It was easy to tune out words I didn’t understand. It faded into the background of distant voices. I stretched out on the bench, folded my hands over my chest, focused on the window.
Sky was turning gray. Looked like rain.
My memory of finding Erin in the bathroom swelled to the surface.
Erin. Jesus, Erin.
I had ridden along on a couple of murder scenes when I was in training for the OPA. Everyone did their time with the Union whether they liked it or not, and it was always unforgettable. I remembered the stuff that they looked for in deaths related to demons. There were often runes and seals, finger painting with blood, that kind of stuff. Smarter demons, the ones more like humans, often liked to carve into their prey. The dumber ones just ate them.
Erin hadn’t been eaten. She hadn’t been carved. There were no runes in my bathroom. Just a hole in her heart and hand-shaped bruises stamped onto her throat.
It looked like any mundane murder I’d seen on those CSI TV shows. Nothing to do with demonic possession or magic or a hungry fiend whose master had lost control. It looked like someone had fucked her, choked her, shot her. All stuff that a human could easily do—anyone with a grudge.
I refused to think of that “anyone” as me. I was a victim here. It was the only possible truth, and the only one I would consider.
Something touched my feet and I looked up to see Bloody Shirt making kissy faces at me. He was pressed up against the bars. Leaning toward me, harassing me with gestures instead of words.
I propped up my knees so they couldn’t reach me. Shut my eyes. I still had a hangover and none of this was making me feel any better about it.
Guess with what happened to Erin, I should have been grateful that I was alive to feel so fucking miserable.
I told myself, Count your blessings, Cèsar, because the day is going to get worse before it gets better.
Sometimes it sucked to be right.
 

 
Yesterday had been so much better.
I’d just wrapped up a four-month-long manhunt for a witch named Black Jack who had a quick hand for tarot and a quicker hand for curses. Most of those curses were dumb pranks—might mess with someone’s head, but nothing deadly. The numbers in the OPA’s budget were redder than blood, so he’d been on the observation list for years without anyone managing to justify the cost of hunting him down.
Until he cursed some car keys and his ex-girlfriend drove into oncoming traffic.
That had bumped his priority up real fast.
The New Mexico office sent the file to us and Black Jack landed on my desk. Long story short, I bagged him just like I’d bagged a half a dozen other witches this year. Picked him up in a gas station. Slipped a mix of a sleeping and paralysis potion in his energy drink, knocked him out cold.
That was the result of four months of hunting on my part and years of monitoring by other agents. Taking Black Jack off the streets meant that we’d be saving a lot of money on cleaning up his bullshit. It meant we might actually get merit increases on our paychecks next summer.
Yeah, the big boss had been happy with me, and so was everyone else.
That was why I had been at The Olive Pit last night even though I don’t drink. We were riding high on the knowledge that Black Jack was going to Italy for trial, never to be our problem again. Everyone had been there: Fritz Friederling, the director who had given me the job with the OPA; some hunters with the Union; all the other investigators in the Magical Violations Department; even the administrative assistants.
Suzy had been there, too. The amount of alcohol that woman could put away was incredible considering she was five feet tall in heels. She had been exchanging crass jokes with Joey and Eduardo, the kind of stuff that I would never say in front of a lady, and playing drinking games that started with setting shots on fire and ended up with us all getting completely trashed.
I hadn’t paid for a single drink. All the guys had been buying for me—the man who nailed Black Jack.
They had given me shit over the way tequila made me cough and choke. Suzy had been pounding her tiny, delicately boned fist on my back and it had felt kind of like a jackhammer.
Bad alcohol, great company. So I had been feeling good. Real good.
Then Erin had arrived for her shift. She’d had a nasty black eye covered up with makeup. Big bruise. It covered half of her face. I remembered when my sister, Ofelia, was trying to cover up the evidence of her abuse, so I’d known immediately what was going on.
I had cornered Erin by the kitchen. I’d said something like, “Tell me who’s messing with you, and I’ll take care of it.” Big words coming from a drunk guy, but I’d meant it.
“Nobody’s messing with me,” she had said. She’d batted her eyelashes at me. Shot me a sweet smile. “I’m okay.”
“Let me help you,” I’d insisted. And then I’d told her who I was, whom I worked for, how I could nail the guy that was hurting her. I shouldn’t have told her the truth, but I did.
Then there was a haunted, hungry look in her eyes. Just for a second. Nothing more than a flash of it.
“I’ll think about it,” she’d said.
Suzy had found me, dragged me back to drinking. We’d played a few more games. I noticed at some point that Fritz had left and thought that was probably my cue to leave, too. Whenever the director thinks it’s time to get home and sleep, it’s time to sleep. But Suzy had talked me into staying.
Erin brought me a drink toward the end of the night. When she’d dropped it off, she kissed me on the cheek, slipped me a note. “I’ll tell you after my shift. Maybe you can help. But not here. Your place.”
When she’d left, I checked what she had given me.
Her phone number.
Then I’d tossed back the fireball she’d given me. I’d felt hot and excited at the thought of having Erin in my apartment. Suzy had been talking to me but I’d barely even seen her lips moving, much less understood what she was saying. My head was filled with liquored haze and the buzz of knowing I’d be taking a beautiful woman home.
After that…well, I guess Erin had come home with me, and I think we might have had sex.
I knew I hadn’t helped her.
I couldn’t remember that part.
You always thought if you got in trouble working for the OPA, it was going to be when you crossed someone like Black Jack. You thought it was going to be having a curse slipped under your desk or a demon assassin crawling out of the darkest alleys of Helltown.
I’d never thought it would be like this.
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
They got the other guys out of the holding cell before they came for me. I was alone with my view of the drizzly spring day for about an hour. Just me and my thoughts and a determined sparrow shrieking. It was kind of nice. Meditative.
Then life was moving again. There were people at my door and the halls were sliding past me. More desks, lots of guards, locked doors.
They dropped in an interview room.
It was hot in there. It couldn’t have been more than sixty degrees outside, but it was ninety between those four unremarkable walls, and I was immediately sweating. Hard to say if the discomfort was meant to be a technique to loosen me up or if the LAPD just didn’t have a budget for fixing the A/C. Either way, I didn’t like it. I still wanted my phone call.
Instead, they were gonna interrogate me.
You couldn’t call them “interrogations” anymore, though, because we didn’t “interrogate” people. That was too aggressive. That assumed too much guilt. We interviewed suspects these days.
Whatever we called it—whatever the LAPD called it—I knew exactly where I was and what was about to happen to me. And I knew it wasn’t going to be fun or pretty.
Back at OPA headquarters, we had several interview rooms. One of them had a silver-reinforced door and silver chains and a silver chair, just in case we crossed paths with a werewolf and needed to “interview” them. One of them was warded against magic, nullifying any witch that might sneak a charm in with her. Another had crosses and the pendant of St. Benedict engraved into the concrete floor—that one was for the demon-possessed perps.
But this place was almost hilariously normal. One-way mirror. Table in the middle with two chairs on one side and a single chair on the other—that was for me. The door wasn’t magicked or silver or anything. I got a good look at the completely normal lock as they guided me inside. They didn’t even have wards to nullify the magic in the poultice I had consumed that morning.
Two detectives came in to talk with me. I wondered how many were on the other side of the window. I wondered if they were scared of how big I was, how messy Erin’s body had been, how little they could find about me with a background check.
“You like to drink, Mr. Hawke?” asked the first detective. Her name was Kearney.
“I’d like a water, yeah,” I said.
That wasn’t what they meant, but they got me a glass of water anyway. Tasted like it had been sitting in a plastic jug for months.
“You drank a lot last night,” Kearney went on. She was an intense woman with a square jaw and no waistline. Fists clenched on top of the table. “When we tested you this afternoon, your blood alcohol level was still above legal limits for driving.”
I didn’t want to talk about my drinking habits. I didn’t have drinking habits.
“I need my phone call,” I said again. Felt like I’d been saying nothing else since they’d brought me here.
“Where do you work?” asked the other detective, Ramirez. He was a skinny man with gray hair.
I didn’t even have to think about the fake answer. It was habit now. “I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
They didn’t look surprised by that answer, so someone had already found my fake FBI badge.
“What do you do for the FBI, exactly?”
“It’s classified.” So much more classified than they could ever know. They lived in a small world, an ordinary world. They didn’t know anything.
Identifying myself as an FBI agent was usually enough to get me out of any degree of trouble. It didn’t work that day. Not after Erin, and not with Kearney shooting daggers out of her eyeballs at me. “I’m sure that must be stressful,” she said. “Working for the FBI, doing secret work. You have to unwind somehow. Who can blame you?”
I kept my mouth shut.
“How often do you think you go to the bar called The Olive Pit? Three times a week, four times? Every day? Just on Fridays? How much does it take to help you unwind, Mr. Hawke?”
I knew this routine. I’d done it a few times myself. They were trying to establish a narrative. They would try to set me up as a woman-beating alcoholic, tell me I got piss-drunk and killed Erin, try to sneak into it sideways so that I wouldn’t even realize I was agreeing until I’d signed the confession. You’d be surprised how easily people would admit guilt when they thought someone understood them.
But I wasn’t going to give them anything. They knew that I could ask for a lawyer at any minute and the interview would come to an end.
Thing is, I didn’t want my lawyer. I had nothing to defend.
I wanted the men in black suits to roll in here and erase me.
“Who does the Glock belong to?” I asked Kearney, addressing her directly. “Did you check the serial numbers?”
“Don’t you think it’s kind of strange to have a gun on your coffee table and no idea whom it belongs to?”
“Yeah, I sure do,” I said.
“You have a gun safe in your apartment.”
And I had a gun in it, too. A Desert Eagle. They wouldn’t know that, though, because I’d warded the safe with the help of some of the OPA’s best witches, and nobody could open it but me. Seeing the stuff in there would have made Kearney grow chest hair.
“I use it for my china collection.” I didn’t smile when I said it.
Disbelief was etched all over their faces, but they didn’t challenge me on it. Why bother pushing? They thought they had all day. Really, they only had until Suzy came in with her backup.
I hoped Suzy was close.
“A heavy-drinking FBI agent with a china collection,” Kearney said.
“I like breaking stereotypes.”
“Tell me about how you got the scratches on your arms.” The order came rapid-fire, almost talking over me. Trying to startle me into answering.
I turned my arms over so I could look at them. They had swabbed the scratches when I’d first arrived. Took a DNA sample out of my mouth and a vial of blood, too. The scratches had hurt the most. They were still tender.
I didn’t have an answer for them, and I wouldn’t have given it if I did.
“How long have you been thinking about killing Erin Karwell?” asked Kearney.
I slammed my fists on the table. I knew better, but I couldn’t help it. “I didn’t kill Erin.”
“Relax, Agent Hawke,” Ramirez said. “It seems like you’ve got a lot of pent-up aggression.”
Yeah, I was feeding right into the damn narrative.
The way he said “agent,” it sounded like he was referring to a piece of shit stuck to the sole of his shoe. He didn’t think much of federal agents, did he?
The pissing contest between local and federal government was an eternal battle. I’d seen it play out in a dozen different states—any time that I had to cooperate with the cops and deal with all the bullshit that followed.
They didn’t like having the feds fuck with their business, and they were taking it out on me.
It had to be that because there was no way anyone would really believe I’d kill a woman.
Problem was, I wasn’t who they thought I was. And I shouldn’t have even been there.
Where the hell was Suzy?
Kearney opened her mouth to ask another question, but I was tired of questions.
“I want my lawyer,” I said.
Interview over.
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
I didn’t call my lawyer. I didn’t even have a lawyer. Who needed one when the OPA had the best legal department that taxpayer dollars could buy?
Instead, I called Suzy. I was ticked off when she was at her desk to answer it. I’d been imagining her leading the cavalry to come and save me, riding in on her metaphoric white horse, and instead she was in our damn cubicle.
“Cèsar. It’s you.” Her tone didn’t inspire confidence.
I took a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure Kearney wasn’t on my ass. She was at the nearby desk filling out paperwork. Ramirez was watching me, eyes wary, patiently watchful, but too distant to hear a whisper.
I twisted my wrists, trying to get comfortable with the phone. My wrists were cuffed again and I was getting real sick of it. “What’s going on, Suzy? Why am I still here?”
It took her a long time to answer.
“I’m sorry, Cèsar.”
My heart sank all the way down to my sneakers. Her tone was enough to tell me that the OPA wasn’t coming. No men in black to make me disappear. Nobody to say that I was innocent, this had all been a misunderstanding, their files were forfeit.
“Do you have guys at my apartment? Are they investigating?”
“Yeah. We’ve gotten involved, but the Union is handling the investigation.”
Bad sign. Union procedure was a secret, even to me, but they only got called in when the shit had hit the fan more than usual. “And?”
A sigh. “It looks bad. Real bad.”
“You know I didn’t do this, Suzy.”
“It doesn’t matter what I know. It matters what everyone else thinks. Look, I can hook you up with my lawyer. He’s a good guy. He’s done criminal law before, and if anyone can get you out of there on bail—”
“I don’t need a fucking lawyer!”
That part I’d said too loud. Kearney was staring at me. Ramirez was moving in.
“I’m sorry, Cèsar,” Suzy said again. I was real sick of hearing those words. I didn’t think I could hear them again without losing it.
The police station was so loud, so crowded. I was trapped in a sea of desks and concrete walls. Erin was still reaching for me with her cracked manicure, gazing at my ceiling with a look of postmortem horror, and I could smell that meaty scent of blood.
I didn’t even feel it when Ramirez took the phone from me and hung it up.
The Office of Preternatural Affairs thought I was guilty and they were shaking me loose before I dragged them down with me.
I was on my own.
 

 
The holding cell was a temporary thing. Wouldn’t be long at all before I got face time in front of a judge and found myself in real deep shit—an actual jail, not a room with bars in the back of a police station.
I still wasn’t worried about being found guilty. I hadn’t killed Erin and the evidence would prove it. It wasn’t my Glock on the table—it wouldn’t even have my fingerprints on it. Plus, there were security cameras around the apartment complex.
We would find out that someone had come home with us. It would prove that I had struggled with the attacker, making the wreckage in my living room and kitchen. And then they would be able to prove that the attacker had knocked me out and shot Erin.
It was the only story that made sense. The only possible explanation.
But they would determine all of that after I’d been in jail for months. After I’d had a lawyer assigned to me and been dragged over the coals in a long trial.
By that time, my life would already be ruined. The killer long gone.
It wouldn’t be any justice for Erin.
No, I wasn’t going on trial. I wasn’t following the Bloody Douchebag Gang into prison. It wasn’t happening.
Someone had messed with Erin—had messed with me—and I was going to find out who.
That was the decision I’d come to after five minutes of pacing in the holding cell. It only took a split second after that to decide how I’d escape.
You see, I’d been able to escape this whole time. But Suzy had asked me to cooperate, so I had been cooperating. Why not? Someone had been going to save me anyway.
But since the OPA thought I was guilty too, there was no point in sticking around. There was only one person that could prove my innocence, and that guy was me. I wouldn’t be able to do it if I was stuck behind bars.
I climbed up on the bench. It had been bolted to the wall so that it couldn’t be used as a weapon. It wasn’t directly below the narrow barred window, but it was only a foot or two to the right, and I could reach it. I had long arms. And not just long—but muscular.
Three days a week at the gym hadn’t built me up like a bear. I mostly went to do the cardio machines. A few hours on the treadmill to help make sure that I could catch a suspect on foot.
What had given me these insane shoulders were the foul-tasting poultices that I chewed every morning, the potions brewed on my stovetop in Walmart cookware, and the charms I kept hidden in my gun safe.
I wasn’t a normal human. Not like these cops were, and not like the people they usually arrested were.
They weren’t ready for someone like me.
My hands tightened on the bars. My forearms flexed and the muscles bulged like steel cable under the skin. The scratches from wrist to elbow twisted and distorted. Magic surged in my veins.
Crunch.
I was holding the window in my hands. Pulled it free of the brick, steel frame and all. I dropped it to the bench and didn’t look behind me. I knew the cops were coming—that hadn’t been a quiet noise. I could hear them shouting, and I had about three seconds before someone freaked out and shot me in the back.
Hauling myself into the window frame, I wriggled my shoulders through. They almost got stuck, like a snake that had eaten a mouse too big for its maw. But once I had that part out, the rest of me was no problem. It was an easy drop to the ground outside.
I was in a parking lot. It was raining hard. There were police cruisers around—a lot of police cruisers. The fence was twice my height and topped with barbed wire.
It only took a second for a skull-shattering alarm to go off.
Jesus, my hangover wasn’t loving that.
Three long strides and I’d reached the fence. Dug my fingers into the chain-link, found a toehold, started climbing. Domingo would be proud to see how fast I moved.
At the joint where the fence formed a right angle, there were two posts right next to each other without barbed wire on top. Good handholds. Nothing sharp that could cut me open.
I leveraged myself over the top and dropped onto the street.
The alarm had gone off quickly, but the men who were following me were slow, sluggish humans, unprepared for a magically juiced witch on the run. I wondered what they thought of what they saw—how quickly I had crossed the parking lot and scaled the fence, how little the fall to the other side had fazed me. I wonder if they might have been thinking that something supernatural had been going on or if they just thought I was on speed or something.
Denial was a hell of a drug.
Either way, I was out of there in a heartbeat.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
There was nothing free about being a man on the run. Hurtling through the streets, bolting down alleys to avoid cop cars, hiding behind Dumpsters that smelled like year-old milk—it was about as free as being in the holding cell with the tattooed gang members.
But eventually the sirens faded. I was alone by midnight.
For now, alone would have to be as good as free.
It was rainy and cold. Shelter was gonna be priority soon, but my picture was out there and I needed to be careful where my face showed up. That meant no hotels.
There were other places I could comfortably disappear. Helltown was probably a relatively safe place to hide from the LAPD, and if I was feeling real bold I could even head to the undercity. Because the demons down below would never fuck with an OPA agent, right?
Little bit of sarcastic humor there, in case you didn’t catch it.
But I didn’t go to Helltown. I’d been running without a plan so my feet had taken charge, directing me back to my apartment. It was the only place I could think to start.
Seeing my apartment building rise out of the darkness didn’t give me the relieved feeling it usually did. None of that “the day is over, now I can chill in front of my Firefly DVDs for the seventeenth time” warmth. I was detached. This wasn’t my place; it was the scene of a crime.
I sat in the bushes across the street for an hour, waiting to see if anyone was coming or going, but didn’t spot a single cop. I didn’t see any unmarked black SUVs, either—dead giveaway for the Union.
How many hours had it been since the police hit my front door? Sixteen? No way they’d cleared the scene that fast.
But I didn’t see anyone, and I couldn’t question the why. Once the OPA caught wind of my disappearance, they would be back to look for me, and getting caught at my apartment would be a fast and embarrassing end to my night as a fugitive.
I was up the fire escape about as fast as I’d gotten up the chain link fence. The ladder hadn’t been lowered, but I was still juiced on magic and a ten-foot jump was easy for me. Then it was just a matter of going up seven stories and finding my window. I tried to pull out the screen without making a sound.
It felt like I was sneaking back into Pops’s house after a night out with Domingo again, except I didn’t have my brother’s jokes to keep the mood light.
My apartment’s furnishings were colorless in the dark. I stopped by the window and listened for any sign of investigators lingering in my apartment. I could hear the guy upstairs working out, like he always did at one in the morning. No better time to lift weights and grunt loudly, right? At least I had the tact to save it for the afternoons.
But he was upstairs, and there were no cops in my place. Didn’t mean they couldn’t sneak up on me. Had to go fast.
I’d lived in the apartment for as long as I’d worked with the OPA—two years. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was the first place that I’d lived without Pops breathing down my neck, so it was mine. Those movie posters on the wall? The Blu-ray collection? All the Brandon Sanderson books? Mine. And it felt like a major violation to have that stuff taped and tagged. Bet you anything that they’d photographed everything, too. Even my damn underwear drawer.
Judging by the blood on my hallway carpet, the crime scene hadn’t been scrubbed yet. Guess they would probably leave that to the landlord so that he’d have to pay the cleaning bill, too. I didn’t really want to know if Erin was still there, but I checked—bathtub was empty. The blood smear was just the way I’d left it, but there was a clear spot where her body used to be.
Didn’t look real in the dark. Black blood, white floor. Looked like crime scene photos.
Yeah. A crime scene photo. I could keep detached.
What would I have been looking for if this had been an investigation?
I headed into my living room and looked around. Suspect was obviously a social recluse. Spent too much money on movies—definitely didn’t have a girlfriend. Had been three years since the last girlfriend, actually, which was something I acknowledged with a pang of annoyance. And none of that information helped me figure out who could have actually killed Erin Karwell.
Ah, hell, I couldn’t keep detached here. Not in my place.
Better get what I’d come for and leave.
They’d collected a lot of the objects in my living room for evidence, but the gun safe was bolted to the floor. It hadn’t budged.
I opened my gun safe by passing my hand over the handle. Magic flared and a lock clicked inside. The door swung open.
There was one gun in my gun safe, and I kept it there unless I was doing fieldwork. It was a Desert Eagle that Fritz had given me for my birthday. It wasn’t required for OPA agents to pack heat, so it was the first firearm I’d ever owned. I hated that thing. Felt like carrying it around meant I was expecting to shoot something, and I didn’t do that.
But I grabbed it, along with the belt. If someone was out to frame me for murder, I had better be ready to defend myself.
The Desert Eagle was the only weapon in there. Most of the space was taken up by trophies from resolved investigations. I had gris-gris, charms, potions, photographs, even one of Black Jack’s tarot cards. Call it research. In that theoretical “someday” where free time and motivation intersected, I wanted to figure out how to deconstruct the spells cast by the OPA’s Most Wanted and put them to practical use. For now, it was basically a big box of useless crap.
The drawer at the bottom of the safe, however, was filled with dozens of Steno pads’ worth of personal notes. I took those. If the OPA cracked my safe, they would put them into storage and I’d never get them back. Their warehouses were worse than the ones in Indiana Jones; once something went in, it never came out.
There was one active case file in the safe, too. I’d locked it up before heading to The Olive Pit the night before.
This new case was supposed to be my reward for taking care of Black Jack so quickly. An easy bag-and-tag. The suspect was named Isobel Stonecrow—possibly a necromancer, probably a fake—and she had been earning money by claiming that she could connect them with their dead loved ones. If she was a mundane human having fun, she would be shocked when the actual witches showed up at her door. And if she was the real McCoy, we had even more unpleasant surprises in store for her.
I took that file, too. Might as well. Hopefully I’d be getting back to work soon anyway.
After that, it was a matter of getting dressed in comfortable clothes again. Jeans, a black tee, my favorite leather jacket. The inner pockets could hold my notebooks easily. I threaded my belt through the Desert Eagle’s holster and wore it on my hip.
I was pulling the window screen down again when I heard the lock on the front door click.
I froze halfway out of the window, one foot on the fire escape and the other on the carpet. My hand went to my hip but my brain stopped working.
My visitors were probably the cops or the Union—neither of whom I wanted seeing me here—and that meant I should probably run. But there was a small chance that it was whoever had killed Erin coming back to look at his handiwork. Witches would do that sometimes. Go back to where they performed a ritual, clean up their residual energy, collect supplies. Made it easy to catch them.
In the time it took me to realize there was a decision to make, the door opened. A small shape slipped into my living room.
It was Suzy. Ah, Suzy. She was obviously working because she was wearing professional attire. Tailored black suit, white shirt, black necktie. It was meant to make us all look uniform, but there was no hiding the waspish waist and incredible legs underneath the comfortable cotton. Even with her hair up, you could tell she was beautiful.
She looked shocked to see me. Her hand was already in her jacket, reaching for her shoulder rig.
“Oh, Cèsar,” she said. “You idiot.”
She wasn’t wrong.
There were people moving behind her. I couldn’t tell who, but she wasn’t alone. That made the decision for me.
I was out the window, over the side of the fire escape. Flying. Falling.
As soon as I hit, I was running again.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
The Olive Pit was a mix of old and new, hip and nostalgic. The first floor had wood paneling and leather furniture. The second-floor balcony, on the other hand, was all acrylic—you could look through it to see the classier decorations below.
When it was running hot on a Friday or Saturday, they would get the spotlights going, and the transparent floor and chandeliers looked insane. But when I reached The Pit after fleeing from my apartment, it was quiet. You didn’t even notice the second floor with the lights off. It just looked like a cigar bar or something. Glistening wood floors, shelves of old books, outdated maps on the walls. The kind of place you could kick back with a martini and a cigar for hours of bullshit with the guys.
On a Wednesday night—or Thursday morning, take your pick—there was nobody there but the staff. One of the girls was leaning on the handle of her mop like she wouldn’t be able to stand without it. Mascara striped her cheeks.
I didn’t know her name. I’d only ever paid any attention to Erin. I wished I knew her name, wished I knew her well enough to tell her how sorry I was. Hated seeing girls cry.
Shaking the rain off my lapels, I headed in.
The waitress noticed that I was approaching and fixed a polite smile to her face. “We’re closing.” Didn’t even sound like she’d been crying. Good at covering up.
“I know. I’m here to talk with you.”
Her cheeks went pale. She ran a hand over the curls trimmed short to her scalp. “Is this about Erin?” She knew what was up. I probably wasn’t the first one here to talk about her. Luckily, she didn’t recognize me.
“Did you know her well?” I asked, extracting one of the Steno pads from my jacket. The most recent one was only half filled. I found the line that said “Black Jack got nailed,” skipped to the next blank page, and wrote “The Olive Pit” at the top.
“Guess so,” she said. She rested her cheek on her hands, wrapped around the mop, and gave me a scrutinizing look. Like she was trying to decide if she recognized me.
“Erin was in trouble. She came in last night with a black eye.”
“Did she?”
“Yeah, right eye.” I pointed at mine to illustrate. “Had you seen her with signs of abuse before?”
“No, she wasn’t abused. Not Erin. She’s not that kind of woman.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “She wasn’t that kind of woman.”
“What kind of woman was she?”
“Smart. She always knew what she wanted and stood up for it. She worked hard. She took all the extra shifts without complaining.”
Yeah, Erin had looked like a smart girl to me. I believed it. And I wrote that down, too. It felt important to make note of what was good about her, the things that had marked her as special when she had still been breathing. “Was she hard up for money?”
“I guess so, but who isn’t these days?” The waitress pointed at the bar with her mop handle. The half-light from the lamps highlighted red on her high cheekbones, the bare curves of her shoulders. “Nobody worked the bar like she did. She was very dedicated to her job, and she got tipped like nobody else because she was such a delight to spend time with. If she was here just for the money, then she faked it well.”
“So you don’t think that she was abused,” I said.
“Not a chance. She wouldn’t have put up with it.”
“Did you ever spend time together outside of work?”
“I work three jobs, brother,” the waitress said. “The only thing I see outside of work is my pillow.”
I laughed at that. It felt good to laugh. Made my face ache a little, but the weight in my chest lightened a few ounces.
I only realized that the front door had opened again because I could hear the patter of rain on the sidewalk outside. Then the waitress’s eyes focused behind me. She stepped back, propped her mop against the bar, disappeared into the kitchen. She was fast. I’d barely reached for her and opened my mouth to ask her to stop before she was gone.
And then something hard pressed into the small of my back.
“Freeze, a-hole,” said a woman behind me. “Your nuts are mine.”
The moment of paralyzing fear instantly melted away. There was only one woman that obsessed with anything below my belt, and unfortunately all she wanted to do was chew it up and spit it out.
“Suzy,” I sighed. She let me turn around. She didn’t have a gun—she had jammed the hilt of a folding knife into my back. I lifted my hands to my shoulders in a gesture of surrender and arched my eyebrows in a gesture of, Are you kidding me?
Even if she was serious, there was nothing intimidating about a five-foot-tall woman. My reach was at least twice hers. I could have knocked her out before she got close enough to stab me. Not that I would have ever knocked Suzy out, mind you—but I could have.
I liked to think that we were friends. She knew I could overpower her. She also knew I wouldn’t.
Suzy rolled her eyes and flicked her knife shut. “You’re a dumbass.”
“About so many things, yeah, but why now?”
“Because I found you here. Here, Cèsar? Really? You might as well walk through the front doors of the Union offices with a sign that says ‘I’m guilty’ taped to your shirt.”
“You followed me,” I guessed.
“No, you’re pretty slick on the streets. We lost you two blocks north of your apartment. But I know you. I know what you’re doing. It wasn’t hard to guess you’d come here looking for answers.”
“And yet you came alone.”
“Guess I’m a dumbass too.” She shrugged. “You’re trying to prove your innocence, aren’t you?”
“Of course I am. But I don’t need to prove anything to you, right? You know that I didn’t kill Erin Karwell.” It seemed ridiculous that I even had to say it. Suzy should have known it. Everyone should’ve known.
There was sympathy in her big brown eyes. “Then who’s the culprit?”
“That’s the problem—I don’t know. I don’t even remember leaving the bar last night. I guess I drank too much, and then I woke up to find everything like…well, you saw it.”
Suzy’s lips pinched into a thin line. Was she thinking that meant I was guilty?
“Look, Suze, there’s no way I did it, and you know it,” I said.
“Well,” she said, “let’s finish what you’re here to do.”
She yanked the badge off of her belt and marched for the door to the kitchen. I was only a few steps behind her.
There were two women in back. They were standing beside the door to one of those big walk-in freezers. The schedule was on the wall behind them—including Erin’s name signed with a smiley heart—and shelves of alcohol to the left.
The waitress that I’d spoken to earlier looked alarmed to see me. Her body language was totally different, like a hamster about to bolt for cover. She was hiding behind her coworker even though the second waitress was six inches shorter.
Suzy brandished her badge. “Agent Takeuchi, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
“I know who you are,” said the waitress in front. “You come here all the time with all of those guys.” She didn’t sound fond of our coworkers. Bet it was because government employees were too poor to tip well.
“What’s your name, ma’am?” Suzy asked.
“Thandy Cannon. Second shift manager.” She waved over her shoulder at the other woman. “This is Ladasha.”
“Okay, Thandy and Ladasha. I’m investigating the murder of one of your coworkers—Erin Karwell. I need anything you can give me. Whom she might have talked to last night, whom she was dating, friends and family. People with a grudge.”
“Oh yeah?” Thandy asked with a sneer. “You need to know who she was dating, do you?”
“This isn’t girl talk or gossip,” Suzy said. “This is an official investigation.”
“Is that why you’re dragging her boyfriend around?”
It took me a second to realize that Thandy was talking about me.
Suzy shot me a questioning look and I shook my head. No way. I was not dating Erin. Of course, that had been despite my best efforts, but Suzy didn’t need to know how roundly Erin had turned me down. My pride was already having a terrible day.
“You recognize this man?” Suzy asked, jerking a thumb at me.
“Hell yeah I do,” said Thandy. “That’s the asshole that yelled at Erin for twenty minutes before dragging her out of here last night. That’s the guy who killed her.”
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Suzy was good at her job in a different way than I was. She was a witch, too, a jack of all trades. But that wasn’t what made her effective. It was the fact she would do anything to clean up a mess.
Today, that “anything” was bribery.
She was smooth. She made a few benjamins appear from her wallet and Thandy and Ladasha promised not to talk about what they’d seen, quick as you please.
That money made the waitresses sign the standard nondisclosure agreement. The paper flashed with magic when Suzy tucked it back in her jacket. Thandy and Ladasha wouldn’t be able to say a thing about seeing me leave with Erin, even if they wanted to—the curse would choke them when they tried to speak. A pretty piece of magic from the OPA’s very best witches.
I was still numb with anger when Suzy took me home. I didn’t even realize she’d taken me back to her place until we were already there.
“You shouldn’t,” I said as she parked in front of her townhouse. “You’ll get in trouble if you’re seen with me.”
She punched the remote and her garage door lifted. “What else are you going to do if I don’t give you somewhere to sleep, huh? Go to your apartment and curl up in bed, wait for someone to find you? Use your ID to check in at a strip motel?”
“I’m not that stupid.”
“You could have had me fooled.” She pulled into the garage. “Get your ass inside, Hawke.”
Her townhouse was a cozy two-story wedged between a pair of identical units. The HOA kept a tight grip on exterior decorations, so from the outside, there was no telling them apart. She had the same blinds that the others did. Her lawn was maintained by the same service. Only difference was, her front door was painted bright blue. And once you walked through that door, the whole world changed.
Suzy’s townhouse was bigger on the inside—more like a Victorian mansion than a barebones townhouse. I’d measured it inside and outside once. One living room wall to the other was sixty feet across. But if you stepped out and measured the space between her neighboring townhouses, it was barely thirty feet wide. Don’t ask where that extra square footage came from. I was pretty sure even Suzy didn’t know how it worked.
She packed that extra space with enough ingredients and crystals to supply three covens, making her townhouse the magical equivalent of a hurricane. The amount of mystical energy swirling in her house was even crazier than Suzy herself.
Technically, dimensional distortions were against the law. Not to mention that she probably would have given the HOA board an embolism if they realized what she was doing to the neighborhood’s metaphysics. Luckily for Suzy, the HOA board didn’t include any witches—but the OPA did. We caught her as soon as she finished casting the spell. Her wards weren’t good enough to hide what she’d done from us.
But this was Suzy. An agent had shown up to arrest her and she’d ended up with a job offer instead.
She’d been hired a month after me. We had shared a cubicle ever since. And she still had her crazy-ass townhouse two years later.
The room flexed around me as I stepped through her doorway. I had to duck under dried herbs and step over a cat to get inside. “Bad kitty,” Suzy said, scooping up her cat in one arm before he could escape between my legs. He had a big gold bell hanging from his neck that glinted red out the corner of my eye. Some kind of protection spell.
“New familiar?” I didn’t recognize this particular cat. Not that I’d been to Suzy’s place since she’d bought new furniture last year. I’d helped her carry some couches upstairs as a favor. When you were as big as I was, you were always the first one to get called when someone needed heavy crap moved.
“Witches of my ilk don’t have familiars. We have sacrifices. Cat is not one of them.”
“Cat? That’s his name?”
“I’m not a poetic soul,” she said, tossing her jacket on the hook, fluffing out her hair, and heading into the living room.
Her living room was filled with smoke from smoldering incense cones. Every shelf was covered in crystals and she had herbs drying in every window. There was a permanent altar where most people would have a TV. Her assortment of deity figures could put a museum to shame—Horned God and Mother Goddess, a weeping Buddha, a crucifix with a tiny Jesus in the middle. Ready for any ritual at any time.
The smell of rose and jasmine made me sneeze twice, hard. It wasn’t just the incense. I was sensitive to magical energy—the stronger the active spell, the stronger my allergy attack. It was pretty much the most embarrassing quirk for a witch to have.
“I’m gonna open a window,” I said, scrubbing my nose furiously.
“Do it and die.” She breezed past me and climbed the stairs. “The couch is yours for the night, but we’ll need to figure out what you’re doing tomorrow.”
“Proving my innocence,” I called up after her. It was hard to work up conviction when another sneezing fit caught me.
I eyeballed her windows, trying to decide which I could crack without her noticing, and realized that one of them was covered in plywood. Broken?
I didn’t even see the clothing hurtling at me from the top of the stairs until I’d been smacked in the face. I caught them on my chest, picked them apart. They were a t-shirt and sweats that looked awfully familiar. Suzy yelled down at me, “I got those out of your locker at work. Don’t sit on my couch with your muddy clothes.”
I changed in the downstairs bathroom with Cat’s cold, appraising gaze behind me in the mirror. The bathroom mirror was shattered on the right side. It fragmented my face into five frowning sections. I wasn’t looking good—I could have passed for something dredged out of Helltown.
I tossed my clothes over an empty towel rack to dry then splashed water on my face and the back of my neck.
Even Suzy’s bathroom was filled with crystals and knickknacks. A row of porcelain cats with right paws uplifted filled the shelf across from her toilet. If Cat weren’t so damn furry, he’d be indistinguishable from his china counterparts.
Once I was as clean I was going to get, I dropped onto Suzy’s living room couch. I felt like I could have passed out the instant I settled onto the beaten furniture. The alcohol hangover had faded hours ago, but I had a shock hangover, too. The throbbing ache of a life turned upside down. Wasn’t that long ago that I’d squirmed out a police station window.
Suzy’s voice drifted downstairs. “There’s leftover chicken in the refrigerator if you’re hungry.”
Sounded good to me, but the fridge was around the corner about ten feet away, and it sounded like too much work. I kicked my feet up and sank against the arm of the sofa.
The pipes in the walls groaned as the shower started.
My eyes traveled to the folder I had dropped on Suzy’s coffee table. The red tab labeled “Isobel Stonecrow” and a ten-digit code specific to her case. I pulled it into my lap, flipped open the cover, and skimmed the details again.
This Stonecrow was some kind of witch who could talk to spirits. It was a rare talent, but not impossible. We used to have a witch on retainer at the OPA that did something like that. He would touch skulls and tell you what the victim was thinking before she died. Useful guy to have around. Made it real easy to close cases that the mundane police thought had gone cold.
He’d killed himself last year. We hadn’t found another witch that could talk to the dead since then.
But this Isobel Stonecrow, she might be able to do the same thing.
She might be able to ask Erin who killed her.
Stonecrow’s case file was a hell of a lot more interesting with that thought on the tip of my brain. I started reading it again with new eyes.
Three different families had filed complaints about her this year. One in Long Beach, one up near Sacramento, another down in San Jose. She sure got around. Wonder why she was traveling all over the state like that. Trying to keep us off her tail?
Those complaints hadn’t inspired this investigation. The last of those had come in three months ago, and we usually acted on real problems faster than that. If it wasn’t a problem now, it wasn’t a problem at all.
But the overview letter said that they wanted Stonecrow nailed within the week, and the budget set out for grabbing her was a lot more than we usually give one obnoxious witch.
That told me two things: first, that Stonecrow must have pissed someone off at the OPA, and second, that I wouldn’t be the only one looking for her. This wasn’t a case that was going to wait until I get back. They would have already given it to one of the other guys. Who knows? Maybe they were already on her trail tonight.
Not good.
I heard Suzy come down the stairs as I studied the files. Her shadow slid over me, doubled and tripled in size by all the candlelight. Her silhouette was almost as big as her personality. “Did you warm up the chicken?” she asked as she stepped into the kitchen. I smelled her body wash as she passed. She had used peach soap. Smelled feminine, like soft skin and curves.
And magical incense.
I sneezed again.
“No, I didn’t get that far.” My voice was embarrassingly stuffy. Couldn’t breathe through my nose anymore. “I’m not hungry.”
Suzy muttered some choice insults about all my favorite body parts and slammed around in the kitchen. She also said something about “stupid men.”
I snorted and kept reading.
Isobel Stonecrow didn’t have an address. She’d never had an address, in fact. No place of employment. No medical history. No Social Security number. No coven affiliations. If it hadn’t been for three furious families short a wad of cash, we wouldn’t have even known she existed. So her name was probably a pseudonym. If I could find her real name, I could find where she lived—if she lived anywhere at all.
With wandering feet like that, maybe she was mobile. Sleeping in the backseat of a car or something.
The information in the files was limited, but there might’ve been more in the OPA database. Witness testimony, for instance.
“Hey Suzy,” I called, marking a few notes in the margins, “you got any—”
I looked up and forgot all my words.
For a tough little pixie of a woman, Suzy’s legs looked awfully long when they were bare. It took me a few long seconds to get from her bare, dainty feet to the swell of her thighs and to realize that she was wearing a nightgown that didn’t cover much of anything. If she walked too fast, she would flash panties.
Her charcoal hair was loose around her shoulders and she was holding two bowls of food. Like every man’s wet dream.
“Uh, broken,” I said. That didn’t make any sense. Shit. “Your window’s broken. So’s your mirror.” That wasn’t what I’d meant to talk about. It wasn’t even what I had been thinking about.
She set the bowls down. “Some dick broke in while I was at work two days ago and stole a few things. This neighborhood’s going downhill fast. But you get why I didn’t want you opening a window now, right?” She stepped into the kitchen again.
Yeah, I got it. The thought of Suzy living alone in a neighborhood like this was enough to get my guts twisting. “Because you’re afraid of being attacked again.”
“No, because I’ve cursed my windows.” She smiled devilishly at me as she set a pair of plates on the coffee table. “Next bastard that touches them is going to have more boils than a sailor’s prick. Rice?” I didn’t say yes, but she spooned some onto my plate anyway, topping it with chicken that smelled citrusy. “Eat it, Hawke. You look like you’re about to pass out.”
She was eating with chopsticks like she was born with them attached to her hands, but she’d brought me a fork. Bless her.
My appetite returned the instant the chicken touched my tongue. I gave a low groan. “That’s good stuff.”
Suzy grinned. “Yeah, it is.” She was sitting on the coffee table, not the other couch. Her bare knees brushed against mine.
Jesus, that was distracting. She was never this distracting in our cubicle.
“What’s that?” Suzy pointed at the Stonecrow folder.
“Oh. Uh.” I rubbed the back of my neck and tried not to look at her legs. Don’t look at her legs, Hawke. “It was the last case assigned to me before… It was assigned yesterday. It’s for this witch, some flavor of necromancer, who might be talking to the dead. I thought that I could get her to talk to Erin and find out what happened.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. You need to get out of town, and fast.”
“What, and give up my job, my family, my life?” My collection of special edition Star Wars DVDs?
“The OPA’s not going to give you any help with this case, Cèsar. It looks bad. Really bad. Worse, it doesn’t look like anything infernal or magical. They’re prepared to let you go through the mundane court system.”
“I can’t believe Fritz is letting that fly,” I said. Fritz loved me. At least, I thought he did.
“Even Friederling has bosses.” She sighed. “Look, I’ll do what I can about the case while you’re gone. But for now you need to get away from Los Angeles, and you need to do it before the OPA decides that they should have a witch tag you with a tracking spell.”
I would’ve liked to see them try. I might not have been doubling the size of my apartment with magic, but I could detect and blast away passive spells like that in my sleep. “There had to be someone else in the apartment with Erin and me. That means there’s evidence. A trail I can follow. If I leave, that trail goes cold.”
“And if you don’t leave, you get to go to prison.”
I wanted to point out how they could only send me to prison if I was proven guilty, and they needed evidence for that, too. But what if Erin’s cause of death really had been magical or infernal? The fact the OPA wasn’t investigating meant that there weren’t any witches or demon hunters to sweep for evidence. The LAPD’s detectives were good at what they did—when it came to humans. But they didn’t have the tools they needed for this.
Suzy wouldn’t hear reason, though. I knew what it sounded like when she had made up her mind.
I’d been pushing the same piece of chicken around my plate for a few minutes without eating. I made myself take a last bite. “I’m exhausted.”
A sympathetic look. “Yeah, I bet you are. Catch a few hours of sleep. I’ll hook you up with a bus ticket before I go to work tomorrow.”
Suzy finished eating and cleaned up, which involved bending over a few times. I tried not to notice.
Damn.
She gave me some blankets and dimmed the lights. “I’ll wake you up at four. You need anything?”
I told her I didn’t. My resolve vanished in a puff of incense smoke when she headed upstairs, and I craned my neck to watch the globes of her ass flexing under her panties as she climbed. Double damn. Triple damn. Damnation above and below and everywhere in between.
I waited until I heard her door close before finding her laptop.
We all had them. The OPA issued laptops to its employees so we could take our work everywhere we went. No rest for salaried government employees, right? I usually left mine docked in its workstation, but Suzy was a workaholic. I knew it had to be around somewhere.
As I suspected, I found Cat sitting on her machine in the entryway. He gave me an offended look when I tugged it out from underneath his furry butt.
Our passwords needed to be changed every quarter, but Suzy’s password was always easy to figure out. She mixed up the ingredients that she kept in jars on her desk—always the same ingredients in a different order. Lotus, dragon’s blood, thyme, jasmine, moonstone. Not that I’d been watching her type or anything.
Anyway, it took three tries to get the order right, and I was logged in.
A quick search of the database brought up witness testimonies for Isobel Stonecrow, just as I’d been hoping. I printed them out. Stuffed them in my jacket. Put Suzy’s laptop back where I found it.
I spent a full minute at the base of her stairs and thought about leaving while she was asleep. But someone had broken into Suzy’s house. If I hit the streets tonight, I would spend the whole time stressing about her all vulnerable in bed, tangled up in sheets that smelled like her peach body wash, wondering if she would look like Erin in the morning.
I needed sleep. There was no avoiding that. Might as well do it where I could keep Suzy safe.
The blankets she’d given me smelled like Cat. I wrapped up in them and closed my eyes.
I was unconscious before my head hit the arm of the sofa.
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
I dreamed of Erin.
We were tangled in each other, her hips rocking, my hands mounding the twin swells of her ass. She was grinding, groaning. Her head rolled back on her shoulders. Her chest was freckled. I licked the sweat from between her breasts and bit her nipple. She liked that—judging by the sounds, she really liked that.
We moved in tandem, the two of us. Bodies slamming against the cabinets. Hands clutching at the counter. She was close to her peak. Her arm flailed and knocked the toaster onto the floor.
There was something wrong here—something missing between us. Something I had forgotten.
Couldn’t stop. Couldn’t think.
There was nothing but our bodies and the hunger.
She came hard, screaming. Her fingernails dug into my pecs. Even that knifelike pain was pleasure, carrying me toward the edge with her. I was balls deep, about to shoot a load inside this gorgeous woman, and I didn’t care that my heart had stopped beating.
But I knew I was about to die.
I shocked awake with a weight pressing on my chest. For a half second, I thought that I’d been buried alive. It was dark. I couldn’t breathe.
Then I saw two pale circles staring at me and realized that I wasn’t in a grave—I just had Cat smothering me. He was purring like a jackhammer and kneading Suzy’s blankets under his polydactyl paws. His whiskers tickled against my chin.
I pushed the cat off, let the sheets fall, pressed a fist to my chest. Heart was slamming against my breastbone. It wasn’t hot, but I was drenched in sweat.
Needed to breathe. Could have used another poultice for strength, too.
I raked my hands through my sweaty hair, leaned on my knees. I was all right. I was still here, even if Erin wasn’t. There was still time to get justice for her. All I needed was the manila folder on Suzy’s coffee table and some time. I checked the clock on the wall. Bad news was, Cat had only allowed me to sleep for two hours, and my eyeballs felt drier than granite and everything still hurt from yesterday. Good news was that Suzy was still asleep.
I got dressed, donned my jacket, and was almost ready to go when I saw the phone light up on the table near the sofa.
It was Suzy’s work phone.
Ignoring my whispering conscience, I flipped it open. It was from the OPA, not a boyfriend. She had gotten a standard tracker text—an alert telling her that a suspect in her current case had been sighted. It contained a series of digits that would translate to coordinates once decoded. I scribbled the number in my notebook before deleting the message from her phone.
The first four digits attached to the code were the same as the serial number on my manila folder. It proved what I already suspected: someone else had been given the Stonecrow case.
And that someone was Suzy.
What the hell? I’d told her that I wanted to talk to this Stonecrow witch, and she’d just told me to blow town. Suzy should have told me that she had the inside track on locating Stonecrow. On the bright side, now I wasn’t going to have to search very hard to find Stonecrow. The morning was already looking up.
I gave Cat a rub, got out the door.
The witch wasn’t going to catch herself.
 

 
Working for the OPA, you don’t get out on your own until you’ve already been walked around a few times on a short leash. Aside from the mandatory ride-along every agent has to do with the Union, there’s also a six-month probationary period where you get all the baby cases: kids slaughtering the pet cat to try to raise the dead, snake oil salesmen, housewives trying to emulate spells on Charmed and accidentally summoning demons. All the stuff that has no malicious intent and no victim but still has to get cleaned up.
Shady Groves Cemetery was the number one site of these bullshit cases. It was right next to a high school on the outskirts of the city, so that was where most complaints of lurking “Satanists” (emo teenagers without enough extracurriculars) got reported.
I’d been on so many somnolent stakeouts at Shady Groves that I had the layout memorized. It was up on a hill. Parking lot on the south side, school on the west side, bodies all up under the trees. The mausoleums and Victorian-era statues are the real tourist draw. The place has more creepy buildings than a small town in Louisiana.
If Stonecrow was the real deal, then she wasn’t a big player. Because that was where the tracker text was sending me: Shady Groves Cemetery. The little leagues. Training wheels for people who want to be necromancers.
So I didn’t bother preparing before heading over. I didn’t borrow Suzy’s kitchen to brew a magic neutralization potion. I didn’t get ropes or other restraints. I did take the gun—figured that’d keep my ass covered well enough if Stonecrow turned out to be hostile. I might even be able to shoot someone with it if they stood still long enough for me to get my bearings.
In retrospect, it wasn’t one of my best plans. Mostly because I had no plan at all.
I hit Shady Groves Cemetery about an hour before dawn. Even at four in the morning, Los Angeles traffic blows monkey balls. It was stop and go the entire way—mostly stop.
Eventually, Shady Groves came out of the predawn gloom. I didn’t park the stolen Toyota in the parking lot, since it would be visible from the graves. I took it up a frontage road around back. The tires thumped along for a couple hundred yards, bouncing me around like dice in a cup.
I could have picked a better car to steal. As in, maybe one with any suspension whatsoever.
Then I heard a thump and a hiss, the Toyota sagged on one side, and suspension was suddenly the least of my problems.
“Of course,” I muttered, killing the engine and getting out to look, even though I already knew what I was going to see. I’d blown a tire on a sharp rock that had been invisible in the darkness. Guess that was just my luck that week.
I kicked the tire. My short, illicit affair with the Tercel was over.
I found my way through the bushes to a section of chain-link that had been cut away long before I ever started working with the OPA. It was probably one of my trainee predecessors that did it; all of us have been through Shady Groves during our probationary periods, and I can think of at least one or two fat-assed agents that would have gotten sick of having to climb.
Pushing through the bushes, I beat away the snarls of metal and stumbled into the cemetery.
The second I freed my jacket, I realized that I should have taken at least a few seconds to prepare before going after Stonecrow.
Mostly because I was suddenly suffocating.
I’m not much into big showy rituals, but I know what it feels like when someone else is doing one. The air goes thick with magic and it’s like trying to breathe underwater. That was what happened to me when I crossed over the invisible line of wards underneath the trees rimming Shady Groves. My chest clenched up, throat closed, eyes watering.
I sneezed into the elbow of my sleeve. And then sneezed again, and again.
Shit. If I’d been on another OPA training run, I would have gotten so many points off on covert ops. Needed to clear my head. And my nose.
Necromancer or not, Stonecrow had real power. But I left my gun in my holster as I crouch-walked through the bushes, trying to make as little noise as possible for a six-foot-tall ape like myself. I plastered my back to the edge of a mausoleum and blew a few more muffled sneezes into my sleeve.
When I finally got control of my breathing, I heard the drums.
The rhythm immediately made me think of tribal things. The jungles of Central America. Wildcats and parrots. Those big bass drums that you pound with mallets before battle and make your enemies shit themselves because it sounds so badass.
The drumming was punctuated by a dry jangling noise. Not metal, but maybe wood.
A thickly accented voice echoed over the graveyard.
“By the light of the coyote moon, I summon the spirits,” she said. “By the dirt of these hallowed graves, I summon the spirits.” More rattling, another beat on the drums.
That accent didn’t sound like anything I’d heard before. I could barely understand a damn thing she was saying. But between what I did understand and the overwhelming sting of her magic, I knew that I’d found the suspect.
I peered around the edge of the mausoleum. Further down the hill, I glimpsed faint, flickering candlelight reflecting off of smooth brown skin. Bare skin, to be exact.
A woman was standing in front of a grave with her arms raised. Bone bracelets encircled her wrists. That was the only thing she seemed to be wearing above the waist, aside from a feathered headdress that had probably required the death of an entire endangered species to produce. There was some serious meat on those half-naked hips. The swell of her ass was covered in a strip of coyote pelt.
Beyond her shoulder, I could make out a pair of terrified-looking faces. They were far beyond the light from her fire. The candles lit their eyes with bright pinpricks. It was enough to tell that they were both wearing suits, like they’d be off to office jobs once they were done with the graveyard girl.
So this would be Isobel Stonecrow and her latest clients.
She was still talking in that thick, obscure accent. “Gods of the sky and stars! Deliver to me Brad Stewart!”
“Brian,” said the woman in the suit skirt. “His name was Brian.”
A pause, and Stonecrow called, “Brian!”
I sneezed repeatedly into my sleeve, trying to smother my face with my suit so that nobody would hear. The magic was too much for me. I slid to the ground with my arms over my nose and mouth, sitting on muddy grass that was still wet from yesterday’s rain.
Fortunately, Stonecrow was drumming again, even louder than before. She beat that damn drum until it sounded like the skin might break.
Then, suddenly, she stopped.
“Cindy?” Her voice sounded different, higher-pitched and with an American accent. “What are you doing here, Cindy?” The magic was still thick, but it had stopped building in intensity. It felt like the whole world had stopped to listen to Stonecrow’s voice.
The other woman gave a cry. “Brian!”
Magic surged, hard and sudden.
I sneezed.
There was no drumming to cover my ass this time. There was a clattering of bones as Stonecrow whirled to stare at me, only halfway concealed by the corner of the mausoleum. The candlelight from the tapers lit up the side of her face, giving me a glimpse of a very beautiful woman. She had big lips. I’d always liked big lips.
Crimson striped her cheeks, nose, throat, breasts. Was that…blood?
She lifted the mallet for the drums in one hand like she was going to hurl it at me.
“Who’s there?”
So much for sneaking up on her. I stood and put a hand on my holster. “Isobel Stonecrow, you are under arrest for necromancy.”
Her clients didn’t need to hear anything else. They turned tail and fled down the hill toward their red Lexus. The woman was wearing three-inch heels, so it was a slow fleeing. At another time, it would have been funny to watch her stagger through the mud.
Stonecrow flung the mallet at me. I ducked. It twirled harmlessly over my shoulder.
In two strides, I had crossed the space between us and seized her wrist. Her headdress held back straight brown hair. She wore a necklace of bones around her neck, interspersed with white and black beads. And holy hell, that really was all she was wearing above the waist. Her nipples were encircled by blood, too.
If Pops ever caught one of my cousins in public like that, she’d have been sitting tender for a week. Me? I didn’t mind so much. But it’s not good to stare at the suspects.
“Let go!” she cried, trying to yank free of my grip. She had obviously never fought a guy twice her body mass before. She didn’t get anywhere with it.
“I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke with the Office of Preternatural Affairs, Magical Violations Department.” I automatically reached for the cuffs on my belt only to realize that I didn’t have them. I never went anywhere without my handcuffs. What had I done with them?
Right. They had taken a vacation on my headboard the night Erin died, so the cuffs were probably in an evidence locker right about now.
My eyes swept over the ritual scene. Her circle was small, and now that I had crossed her salt line, it wasn’t resonating magic. The candles had melted into place on top of Brian Stewart’s gravestone. Add the drum and incense and animal bones to the mix, and I was certain I could prove she had been doing magic in front of mundane humans, if nothing else. Definitely an arrest-worthy offense.
Too bad I wasn’t taking her back to the OPA offices.
“We’re going to have a talk,” I said. Maybe in one of the mausoleums.
She kicked at my knees with sandaled feet. I grunted and hauled her down the hill toward a slightly more hospitable-looking tomb.
“Let me go! This wasn’t supposed to happen tonight! He told me I could do another job!”
What the hell was she talking about? And more importantly… “Are these cat bones?” I interrupted, shaking her wrist.
She gave her bracelets a surprised look, as if seeing them for the first time. “Raccoon.”
Well, at least Cat was safe from her.
Eyes on the road watching for other OPA agents, I pushed her toward the tomb. She stopped dead when we came out from behind the trees.
“Where’s your SUV?” Stonecrow asked, glaring at the parking lot.
Shit. She had obviously seen us before. We drove big black SUVs, much like the Union, though ours had lights and plates like the FBI’s did. And the fact that I didn’t have one now was, apparently, a big fucking giveaway.
I really should have borrowed Suzy’s handcuffs.
“Traitor!” she hissed.
With surprising speed, Stonecrow wrenched free of my grip. The bone bracelet snapped, leaving me holding a fistful of raccoon ribs and what looked like a car key dangling among them. I wasn’t even sure how she’d escaped me. She must have been feigning weakness when I first grabbed her.
Stonecrow reached into her animal skins and pulled out a fistful of gray powder. My eyebrows lifted, and I couldn’t help but grin a little bit. She looked like she was naked under her butt-flap. Did I want to know where she had been storing that dirt? Probably not.
“Stand down or I’ll shoot,” I said.
I made it two steps down the hill before she flung the powder into my eyes.
It was like having a beehive tossed in my face. I crashed to my knees with a roar, clawing ineffectually at my eyes. Fuck, that burned. Fire swept up my jaw, cheeks, forehead. Blisters bubbled under my hands. They popped. Gushed down into my collar.
There was no surge of magic and not a single sound, but by the time my running eyes cleared, Isobel Stonecrow was gone.
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
I staggered into the public library as soon as the librarian unlocked the door. She stepped back, giving me a wide berth and a shocked look.
“Oh my,” she said, crossing herself as she scurried inside. I might not have been popular with the ladies, but I wasn’t “turn pale and run away” ugly. That was a bad sign. Real bad.
Slamming into the lobby bathroom, I flipped on the light switch. Considering how old and musty the building had looked from outside, the place sure got painfully bright, like jabbing huge fucking knives into my eye sockets. And, unfortunately, it let me see what Stonecrow had done to my face.
My square features were covered in boils. The left side was bad, but the right side was worse. My eyelids were swollen, lip sagging with the weight of pustules.
Fuck. This was not one of my better weeks.
I splashed water on myself to get off the last of that nasty gray powder and tried to decide what, if anything, I could do about it. It was more uncomfortable than painful now. Little Tylenol and it probably wouldn’t ache.
I poked one of the boils on my chin. It broke and made an audible splat against the porcelain sink. Underneath, the skin looked raw and red.
Pops’s wise advice about popping zits echoed out of distant teenage memory.
You should pop every zit that you want to turn into a permanent scar, he’d said. And he had punctuated that with, Dumbass.
He hadn’t intended that advice for magicked boils, but it probably applied.
Yeah, maybe I’ll just leave them alone. For now.
On the bright side, Stonecrow had given me a great disguise. A disguise that made it feel like my entire face was peeling apart, with pus dripping down my neck. But I couldn’t manage to feel grateful for it. I swore right then and there that I was going to see that woman behind bars—even if it meant turning myself over to the OPA, too.
I headed out of the bathroom, keeping my head down and trying to look like any other homeless bum making his way for the computer desks. I parked my ass in the first empty desk chair I came across. The old woman next to me didn’t even look up when I sat down. But Gramps across the table cringed at the sight of me, grabbed his jacket, and left.
“Hey, ugly fuckers are people, too,” I muttered at his back. The corner of my mouth cracked.
I pulled Stonecrow’s case file out of my coat, opened a map site on the computer, and started correlating the coordinates of her previous sightings to the website. The locations of the last families she had scammed—the ones I’d read about earlier that night—got little flags first, smack dab on the big population centers in the state. If I’d been at work, that would have been enough for the computers to do a quick sweep and figure out the connection. But I wasn’t at work. I’d have to do all the thinking for myself.
As I added the rest of the sightings aggregated from the OPA’s network of security cameras, a pattern started to appear. I absently scratched my chin while I looked at them and felt something warm ooze down my jaw. Okay, no scratching, either.
I focused on the Stonecrow sightings. And when I pulled out her raccoon bone bracelet for another look at the car key I’d grabbed, I realized it wasn’t a car key at all.
It was a key for an RV.
The old lady at the neighboring computer lumbered out of her chair and vanished. She left all of her crap on the desk, including an empty water bottle and a cell phone. It was scattered everywhere. Encroaching on my space. I didn’t care if she was going to look for another book or going to take a piss. No one was respectful of public space anymore.
I picked up the phone and dialed Suzy.
“Why the fuck are you calling me?” she said when I identified myself. “Tell me you’re out of town, Hawke.”
“Nice to talk to you, too. Listen, I need you to pull files for me.”
“What? Are you working right now?”
She tore me a new one for a minute, and except for a quick look around to make sure Grandma Space Hogger wasn’t on her way back, I kicked back and let Suzy’s vitriol wash over me. It was soothing, in its own way. Familiar. The dulcet background sounds I was used to at the office.
“Feel better?” I asked when she wound down.
“Hmph. That’s what you get for taking off without leaving a note, asshole.” I heard the clatter of computer keys on the other end of the line. “Okay, what files am I pulling?”
“Any RVs that have checked in at more than five of these California RV parks in the last three months.” I listed the locations off. Suzy typed furiously.
“Huh,” she said. “One RV comes up. Registration for…Belle Stonecrow. You’re still after the necromancer?”
“Actually, I think she’s necrocognitive, like Peter was before he—you know. She’s not raising zombies, that’s for sure.”
“Stonecrow is my case, Hawke.”
“I’m helping you find her. You can think of it as me paying you back for use of your couch last night.”
“Whatever.” Suzy couldn’t conceal how excited she sounded. It was a breakthrough. A good breakthrough. This was the shit that fueled us.
Isobel Stonecrow was living out of RV parks. It was so simple, and considering how much crap witches needed to lug around, practical as hell. Better than sleeping in the back of a car, too.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll find her.”
I was about to hang up when Suzy said, “You wouldn’t leave if I told you to again, would you?”
“Not a chance.”
 

 
I was in good shape. Not like the guys in the Union, but I kept up with my cardio. So I managed to reach the first two RV parks by noon with the help of a couple of city buses. No Stonecrow. I took a break around noon, stopping in a burger joint to escape the rain and splurge on dollar cheeseburgers. Bargain menus had saved my bacon between paychecks before.
The cheeseburgers would’ve been so good with bacon.
The third RV park took a longer, deeply unnerving bus ride to reach, and it was in the bad part of town. Know how they talk about “wrong side of the tracks?” Well, it looked like this park had been planted solidly in the middle of those tracks and then run over a few dozen times by trains hauling thousands of cattle, each of which took a giant dump on the park as it passed.
It was inside a crumbling brick wall. The smell of rain failed to overpower the sewage stench of a couple dozen RVs dumping their shit all over the place. Every so-called “recreational” vehicle looked like it had survived a nuclear blast.
If radioactive hillbillies ever vacationed in Los Angeles, this would have been the spot.
“You okay, dude?” the man at the window of the third RV park asked as I stopped to catch my breath. “Don’t die on my sidewalk, man. I gotta clean this thing.”
I knew I looked bad, but on-the-verge-of-death bad? And people said that no one cared in this town. “I’m fine.” I took a few deep breaths and regretted it. Man, that smell was terrible. Hard to tell if it was coming from the park or the guy operating the gates. He looked like a radioactive hillbilly himself, mostly bald with more hairy moles than teeth. “I’m actually looking for a friend.”
I went through the whole deal, miming Stonecrow’s height against mine, tracing her more slender form and generous hips. The man’s eyes lit up for a second, but then his face went neutral.
“Dunno,” he said, scratching the mole on the left side of his neck. His fingernail was yellow and cracked. “My memory’s terrible.”
And me without money for a bribe.
“Thanks anyway,” I said.
The man looked disappointed. “Any time, bro.”
I made like I was walking down the street, away from the entrance.
As soon as I was out of sight of the office, I vaulted the brick wall and dropped down on the other side behind an RV.
The look that guy had given me when I described Stonecrow was the look of a man that had seen ungodly perfection in a woman. The kind of woman with hips that could knock down walls, and her breasts—Lord, those breasts. No wonder clients had been paying thousands of dollars for her time.
I slipped my hand into my pocket and clenched it around Stonecrow’s bracelet. The raccoon bones dug into my palm. The pain was enough of a reminder of what I was doing there, what I needed to do, and why.
Last time I’d let my balls do the thinking, I’d ended up with an innocent woman dead in my bathtub. And this particular woman, this necrocognitive, was the only way I was going to get justice for Erin. That’s all she was. A tool to clear my name and find the real villain.
A tool that was slinking around behind the RV three parking spots down.
The sight of her lurking just a few yards away jolted me to my core. I hadn’t expected to be so quick to find her, especially when she was already on the run again. I’d hoped to catch her off-guard, cozy and unsuspecting in her mobile escape unit. Instead, she was crouched behind an old RV that was decorated with beaded curtains and electric teal paint.
There were no animal skins in sight this afternoon. Stonecrow wore cutoff shorts and a baggy pullover. The only reason I could identify her at that distance was that she had feathers woven into her hair, like a faint echo of the elaborate headdress she had been wearing early that morning.
For a second, I thought Stonecrow had been clued in to my presence and was trying to sneak away. But she wasn’t looking at me. She was leaning around the corner of the RV to peer at something else.
I followed her gaze to see a black SUV parked on the other side of her vehicle. It had flashing lights set into the grille and dark-tinted windows.
A pair of men in black suits stepped out. They were big guys, so much broader than me that they made me look like a skinny-assed nerd. Their necks were thick as tree trunks. Every move looked deliberate, choreographed. Only one type of person moved like that: kopides. Super-powered demon hunters.
The Union had found Stonecrow.
Wild thoughts whirled through my skull. Had Suzy reported our findings to her superiors, even knowing that I was going to the same place? Maybe she’d thought that they could get to Stonecrow first. Take away my primary incentive for remaining in town. No way she’d deliberately attempted to fuck up my day.
Whether or not it was what she had planned, that was definitely the outcome.
Stonecrow jumped into the shadows behind the next SUV, which was rocking on its suspension, like there was a dance party inside. Or some other kind of party. Then she jumped behind the next. The same one that I was hiding behind.
That was when she saw me. Horror flashed in her eyes.
Yeah, she recognized the blisters.
“You,” she hissed.
I lifted her bracelet. “Got something for you.”
She snatched it out of my hand then turned to bolt.
I grabbed her by the upper arm. Stonecrow twisted and just about melted out of my grip again. I was ready for her this time. Seizing both of her wrists, I shoved her back against the brick wall, giving her no room to pull off ninja maneuvers.
“Your bosses can’t have me,” Stonecrow spat. “I’d rather bury myself alive.”
“I’m not taking you to anyone else. I don’t want to hurt you.”
Doubt flickered through her eyes. They were dark brown, the color of rain-moistened grave dirt. “You’re not with them?”
“Yeah, right, glad we’re on the same page. We gotta get out of here before they see us,” I whispered. “Can you climb the fence?”
“I could if I had use of my hands.” She wasn’t fighting me anymore. I relaxed my grip on her.
Stonecrow kneed me between the legs.
It was like having a hot poker shoved into the middle of my intestines and then twisted. Nausea spread over my skin, from the tips of my hair to my fingernails, and I momentarily entertained the mental image of vomiting in her face.
My grunt of surprise was louder than I intended. By the time Stonecrow grabbed the brick wall and hefted her body halfway up, the Union suits were breaking past the line of RVs, searching for the source of the noise.
Eyes fell on me.
I realized that I recognized these guys. They weren’t just any random, anonymous Union apes; they were Joey and Eduardo, Suzy’s drinking buddies. Nice couple of young guys. Both of them had more muscles than brains and twice the strength of normal human men. Any doubts I’d had about Suzy tipping off her superiors were gone.
They ran at me as fast as they could sprint, which was, unfortunately, way too fast. Super strength comes with super speed. Not like the Flash or Superman, but a hell of a lot faster than me.
Eduardo grabbed for the back of the necrocognitive’s sweater and missed. He caught her hair instead, jerking her to the ground, pulling out a fistful of her glossy brown locks as he did it. I didn’t think that was in the Union playbook.
“Hey!” I protested, just as Joey punched me in the gut. It was a little too close to where Stonecrow had hit. I crumpled. Even a big tough guy starts crying for Mama when the huevos take a double tap. Low blow from another dude, especially one who’d been buying me shots of tequila the other night. Real low blow.
“What do we do with this…thing?” Joey asked.
Eduardo shrugged. “Tie him up, toss him somewhere dark? Wait.” He peered closely at my face then began to laugh. “Oh, that’s too fucking good. Joe, check him out. Suzy was right.”
Now they were both laughing. After a second, I worked up a halfhearted smile, trying to chuckle along. I probably would have laughed at them if they got dusted in the face, too. “Yeah, it’s me. Suzy sent you this way to pick me up?”
“No, just Stonecrow,” Eduardo said. “None of us thought you’d be dumb enough to show up too.”
Guess I was that dumb. “You want to untie me now?”
Joey punched me in the stomach again. I fell to my knees.
“Guess not,” I gasped.
“So?” Joey asked.
After a moment of silent deliberation, Eduardo seemed to come to a decision. “We’ll just take care of both of them. Lucky day, Joey, lucky day.”
I tried to feel satisfied at the sight of Stonecrow’s wrists zip tied and her petite form hauled toward the black SUVs, but even though it was her fault that I was in custody, I couldn’t work up the satisfaction. This was my necrocognitive. Not the Union’s. And I didn’t like it when any woman got treated like a piece of meat, even if she’d worked hard at deserving it.
“Come on, guys,” I said. “You’re asking for about six different citations with this behavior.”
“Shut up, Hawke,” Joey said. He pushed my wrists together and zip tied them.
My heart climbed into my throat, thudding with panic, as Joey opened the back door of the SUV and I came face to face with the yawning maw of its interior.
Briefly, I pitied everyone we’d ever made disappear into one of these black cars.
Then I was inside and the door slammed behind me.
 



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Note to self: Being arrested by the Union sucks.
As it turned out, our guys were crazy fucking drivers. When Eduardo wasn’t hitting the brakes so hard that my head nearly snapped off my neck, he seemed to be veering around to catch every pothole under his tires.
“Hope you’re not too fond of the suspension,” I called to the front. I got one sunglassed glare over Eduardo’s shoulder.
Neither of them seemed interested in anything I had to say. Joey was talking into a cell phone too quietly for me to hear, and Eduardo was keeping up with his shitty driving.
It was guys like him that made my morning commute a joy.
“What are you doing talking back?” Stonecrow asked in a low whisper. “You want to make this worse?”
Worse? My face looked like ground fucking beef, I was under arrest by my own employer, and the necrocognitive I’d hoped would exonerate me was about to get tossed into a detention center far beyond my reach. And she thought a little snark was going to make it worse?
“You don’t get to talk. You got me into this.” My pissed-off face was much better than these punks could muster, but Stonecrow didn’t seem fazed.
“You got yourself into…whatever this is.” She was looking pale.
“Either way, we’re both being taken to an OPA field office for questioning.” I glared at her. “Have you been interrogated before? I’ve been on the other side of it, so I can give some pointers.”
“I can handle myself.”
“Sure, whatever.” I rolled my shoulders to keep them from getting tense and raised my voice again. “We getting to the office soon? I’ve got to piss like a racehorse.”
No one answered me.
Fuck all this bullshit. I wasn’t letting Suzy’s mix-up land me in prison.
We were going to get out of this.
“Don’t suppose you got any of that dust left over?” I asked Stonecrow quietly. I didn’t think boils were going to do much to slow down Eduardo and Joey, hardened kopides that they were, but enchanted dust could be useful for other reasons. I could try to change it, use its power.
“They patted me down, asshole. They took all the supplies I had.” She pulled a face. “And copped a feel while they were at it.”
They hadn’t fondled me, but they’d taken all of my notebooks, too. And the gun that had been bouncing uselessly against my hip. And the Stonecrow file. I’d thought I had nothing when I had to flee my apartment, but now I really had nothing. At least Stonecrow would still have her hideous teal RV if she escaped.
Stonecrow gave me a scrutinizing look. “If you’re not with them, then why did you assault me during my job last night?”
“You mean the creepy death ritual.”
“That’s my job,” she said.
“First of all, I wasn’t assaulting you. I was taking you into custody. Big difference. Second of all, I’ve been looking for you to ask for help. I wanted you to use the creepy death ritual to talk to someone.”
Stonecrow sniffed at me. “You’ve been near death recently.”
Yeah, because that was hard to guess.
“I was just in a cemetery. Remember?”
“No, not that.” Her eyes trailed over me, intense and focused. Under different circumstances, it would have been a nice look to get. “Who was killed?”
“That’s what I was going to have you help me with before…” I jerked my chin at the dashboard of the car, indicating Eduardo and Joey.
That was when I realized that we weren’t in the city anymore.
The freeway had turned into a highway outside the city at some point, and there wasn’t any stop-and-go traffic left. The buildings had thinned out, and sandy hills decorated with brush surrounded the road.
“What’s wrong now?” Stonecrow asked.
“We’re not going to the office.” I looked out the back window like that would change what I was seeing. It didn’t. Los Angeles was a quickly vanishing memory behind us. The closest field office to the RV park was in the complete opposite direction. We were headed into the deep desert instead.
“You got anything in your bag of tricks?” I muttered as the SUV pulled off onto a dirt road away from traffic entirely. Not that dropping my voice meant anything at that point. We didn’t have much time. “Something distracting? Flash powder? Poison ivy?”
“Why would I—what’s going on?”
“I just need something magical!”
Grudgingly, Stonecrow squirmed onto her side, rolling her hip to offer her back pocket to me. No, not her pocket—it was empty, flat and smooth against her butt. “Underwear. Left side.” She whispered so quietly I could barely hear her.
Whoa. Okay.
I tried not to touch her too much as I wiggled a plastic bag out from under the elastic band of her underwear. Black lace. Damn. She’d tucked the bag inside the folded-over hem, concealing a couple grams of a gray powder that looked a lot like what she had used to fuck up my face.
“I thought you were all out,” I hissed.
She sat back. “I lied.”
Joey glanced at me over his shoulder, still talking on the phone, and I palmed the baggie.
Rubbing my thumb on the plastic, I tried to guess what was inside. Definitely some salt. Looked like a little grave dirt—I used it in many of my poultices, so I was pretty sure about that one. Maybe some nettle, too. It was only lightly enchanted.
It would have to be enough.
“Where are you taking us?” I asked, louder than before, making sure I’d be heard over the engine.
“I’m going to do it now,” Eduardo said. He wasn’t speaking to me.
“Not until we’re out of town,” Joey said. “Follow the plan.”
The plan. Between our eastward travels and their mutterings, I was not feeling good about this “plan.”
I knew the Union had more outposts than the OPA did. We were mostly a bureaucratic affair—the brain to the Union’s body. They had fingers in everything, everywhere. For all I knew, they had a hidden base out this way and we were being sent there. But it wasn’t a base I knew.
If they were taking me somewhere that I didn’t have high enough clearance to see, then chances were good I wasn’t meant to come back.
Eduardo and Joey were focused away from us again. I opened the bag and carefully poured the gray dust in a tiny circle on the seat between Stonecrow and me. Her eyes widened, anger flashing over her face. She thought I was wasting it. In fact, I was casting the smallest fucking circle of power ever. Wondered if I might break a world record.
I poked the dust toward the north, south, east, west. The highway was straight as far as I could see—had to finish casting the spell before we hit a turn and messed up the orientation.
Pouring the last of the dust in the center, I snapped my fingers and closed the circle.
The magical juice inside was small enough that I didn’t even sneeze. It barely even tickled.
“With earth and stone, I call strength,” I whispered under my breath, pushing all of my meager energy into the circle, building its force with my own spirit. “With salt and…uh…”
“Nettle,” Stonecrow said.
My guess had been right. Nice. “With salt and nettle, I call strength. With the desert around us, I call strength.” Yeah, I know, it was stupid, but I’m not a poet. I don’t get fancy with my words.
But it was enough. I could see faint, coppery sparks of magic igniting within the powder.
Strength spells were one of my only specialties. Like the poultices I kept by the bed to juice up my muscles. Even a big guy can use a small edge when all of his foes are supernatural. I’d been making them daily, like protein shakes, for years. And that was probably the only reason my tiny, miserable circle of power was actually working, infusing the dust in the center with energy.
What else could I use against Eduardo and Joey? I needed something.
My mind touched on Domingo. The kind of shit he used to pull in high school while gambling. Luck spells.
“With the wind and sun, grant me luck,” I added, and I blew gently on the dust, focusing every ounce of my concentration on my brother.
Gold sparks. Copper sparks.
Pretty pathetic magic right there.
And I was out of time. There was a bend in the road coming up, but Eduardo was signaling and slowing the car, suggesting that our trip was over.
There were no buildings outside, no secret Union base. Just empty desert between a few isolated hills.
Shit.
I broke the tiny circle and pinched the gram of dust that I had infused with strength and luck. It burned against my fingers, but there were no blisters. I’d repurposed the magic for a more positive use, and I could only pray that my shitty spell would work. I still couldn’t help but flinch as I sprinkled it on my tongue.
I sneezed.
The SUV stopped with a jerk. Joey jumped out, flung my door open.
“Get out,” he said, aiming a gun at my head.
“This isn’t Union procedure.” I was delaying, scooping the rest of the powder into my hand. The properties of the stuff I’d used to make the circle hadn’t changed, and it still burned. I could feel my palm rippling with new boils. I clenched my fist around it.
I eased away from Stonecrow as casually as I could. Just my hands in a zip tie and my life in tatters, nothing to see here. She struggled when Eduardo grabbed her, but they were as well trained as I was and much better prepared. I just had to hope Stonecrow’s distraction could give me a few seconds.
Outside it was even brighter and hotter than it had been in the city. I was sweating when they pulled me out. I stumbled and fell onto my knees.
Joey pulled me to my feet again and dragged me when I didn’t get up fast enough. He was six inches shorter than me and twice as strong. But I could feel the powder on my tongue tingling, and the strength in my muscles was growing quickly with a familiar buzz.
My shitty spell had worked. Better still, it had worked well. My limbs felt limber and strong. My head was light. Everything fell into hyper-focus—probably the luck part of the spell.
It felt great. Good enough that I didn’t even panic when I noticed the manmade ditch that had been carved into the side of the road just off the shoulder.
The kopis kicked me behind the knees, making me fall on the edge. And then I felt a gun in the back of my head.
It was a by-the-book roadside execution. They would blow our brains out, leave us out of sight of the few people who even come out this way for off-roading, let the coyotes pick our bleached bones.
Definitely not Union procedure.
But I didn’t know that for a fact—maybe this was what the Union did when they black bagged people. Maybe everyone I’d ever arrested had ended up in a ditch in the desert.
Or maybe these fuckers were working for the asshole who had framed me for murder.
Either way, I wasn’t going down. My heart was pounding and I was smiling.
“Say a prayer,” Joey said, pushing the barrel hard into the back of my neck.
This should have been so much scarier than it was.
Lifting my bound, burning hands into a prayer position, I began to speak. “Hail Mary, full of grace, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, something, something, Heaven…and fuck you, asshole. Amen.”
I twisted and flung the remaining dust into Joey’s face.
A gunshot exploded next to my left ear.
So much for hearing.
His mouth opened in a roar that I couldn’t hear. He fell, dropping the gun, clawing at his face. His skin was rippling and twisting. Watching the boils rise was almost worse than feeling it happen.
Almost.
Eduardo dropped his grip on Stonecrow’s arm and aimed his gun at me. She was gone in an instant, rocketing toward the SUV with its open doors.
Good. One less thing to worry about.
I lunged to my feet and drove my shoulder into Eduardo’s gut, knocking the breath out of him. I managed to throw his ass to the ground. Jerked the gun out of his hand. My fingers were too swollen from the dust to grip it properly. I fumbled, dropping it.
Joey and his Elephant Man features were coming after me again. I kicked sand into his face—into those open, oozing wounds. He screamed.
Eduardo was getting up again. I swung my tethered fists at him and struck. He grunted, tried to punch me, and missed. He barely managed to claw at my face as he fell. My own boils erupted, pouring pus down my jaw.
Both of them regained their footing and jumped on me at the same time. We scuffled, and I didn’t know who was yelling and which guy was elbowing me. Feet and fists slammed into me. I curled up, protected my head. Managed to kick Joey to the ground, and he stayed down. But Eduardo didn’t.
When I glanced through my arms, he was drawing a gun from his jacket. He aimed it at my forehead.
All the supernatural ways I could’ve gone out in this world, and a bullet between the eyes was going to finish me.
How boring.
The gunshot rang in my ears.
But I wasn’t in pain.
I wasn’t dead, either.
It took me a second to sit up and figure what had happened. Eduardo was on the ground next to me, also still alive, but out cold. Stonecrow was holding a bloody rock in one fist, looking shocked that she had actually managed to bash it into his skull hard enough to do damage.
I’d thought Stonecrow had run for it and left me behind, but she had saved me.
I managed a grin for her.
Joey was getting up behind her, preparing to sneak up while she was distracted. I got to my feet and kicked him a few times in the gut, knocking him back down to the dirt. And then I kicked him in the face. Pustules exploded all over the desert.
“Thanks,” Stonecrow said, pushing a lock of hair out of her face with the back of her wrist. She left a smear of blood and dust on her temple.
I kicked Joey again, just because.
“You’re welcome,” I said.
 

 
There were more zip ties in the SUV, so once Stonecrow and I had cut free of our restraints, I used them on Eduardo and Joey. They were both awake when I finished. Eduardo seemed like he was having a hard time staying awake, head lolling—he might have had a concussion, but I didn’t really care. Joey was much more conscious and much uglier.
I crouched in front of them. The sun was at their back because I was nice like that. Evening was coming fast. They might not even get sunburned before it got dark again.
“So how was this supposed to end?” I asked. “Was it secret Union procedure, or something personal?”
Instead of answering, Joey said, “Are you fucking stupid?”
Well, yeah, that was a possibility. But I wasn’t the one tied up in a ditch. I couldn’t be that stupid.
Eduardo worked his mouth around, gathering saliva on his tongue, then spat on the ground at my feet.
Nice.
Stonecrow jiggled my shoulder before I could ask more questions. I brushed her off, but she did it again. “What?”
“Shouldn’t we be leaving?” She was looking at the abandoned SUV. 
She had a point. All of the OPA’s cars had GPS trackers in them. Just because we were alone for the moment didn’t mean that we’d be alone for long. “Works for me.” I patted my pockets to make sure my notebooks were where I’d put them. I’d grabbed all of my stuff out of the SUV while looking for the zip ties, and the desert would’ve been a bad place to accidentally drop them. “Let’s get out of here.”
“You can’t just leave us!” Joey cried as we walked toward the car. 
I didn’t tell him we could. Actions spoke louder than words.
Anyway, it wouldn’t be long before the Union picked them up.
Unfortunately.
I yanked the cable to the GPS tracker under the car before taking off again.
Once we were back on the highway, I pulled the phone out of my pocket and tossed it into Stonecrow’s lap. “I’ll read you a number, and I want you text this location to the number.”
“What location? I’ve got no clue where the hell we are.”
I parked the car by the side of the road. “Here, I’ll do it.”
She didn’t let me pull the phone from her hands.
I rubbed my forehead then winced. I was still covered in blisters. The sun had only made it worse. “You can pull our coordinates up on the app on the phone. Give it to me.”
She scowled but obeyed. I grabbed our coordinates from the phone and texted them to Suzy with a short message: “Eduardo and Joey tried to kill me. Get to them first and find out why.” I waited for the message to go through, then handed the phone back to Stonecrow.
“We should get rid of that,” I said. “It has a GPS tracker, too. I’ll let you decide how to trash it.”
Stonecrow stepped out of the car and ducked. When she got back in and closed the door with a solid thump, I raised an eyebrow in her direction. She said, “Under the tire.” The corner of her mouth twitched as she surveyed me. “You look like shit.”
I angled the rearview mirror. Yep, still hamburger-faced. “Wonder why that is.”
“I can fix it,” Stonecrow said. “I just need some herbs.”
Her tone wasn’t exactly friendly, but she didn’t sound pissed at me now. It was a start. And if she could heal my face? Better and better.
The phone crunched when I pulled away.
We rode in silence, Stonecrow only moving to turn on the air conditioning. The quiet lasted on the road back to town for about five minutes or so when she said, “So…Cèsar, right? You didn’t kill the agents back there. Because you work with them?”
“I don’t know if they deserve killing. And that’s not something I do, anyway. But yeah, I kinda work with them—or at least I used to. I’m currently taking what you might call an unscheduled vacation from the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”
“Why?”
No nice way to say it. “Because I’ve been accused of murder.”
Stonecrow leaned toward her window a few inches.
“Oh.”
“I didn’t do it,” I said. “That’s why I need your help. I need you to talk to the victim and find out who did kill her. It’s the only way I can clear my name.”
She let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Tell me what happened. Tell me about her.” I gave her the short version of Erin’s story. It wasn’t much shorter than the long version. When I finished, Stonecrow was frowning more than ever. “So you…you didn’t kill this waitress?”
Could she have tried to sound a little less skeptical?
“No. I didn’t.”
“And you want me to talk to her.”
It was like we were talking in circles. “If you can do what you say you can.”
“I can,” Stonecrow said, tapping her finger thoughtfully against her chin. “I just need to get close to her remains, preferably within touching distance. You think you can pull that off with people gunning for your head? Do you think you even want to? It’d be much safer to run.”
“I’ve gotten this far. I can’t stop now.”
She sighed. “Okay. Let’s go talk with Erin.”
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
We made a stop at an herb shop then grabbed dinner at a fast food joint as the sun sank to the horizon. Dinner and magical supplies were paid for by Joey, who turned out to have a fat wallet. I left the credit cards and his fake FBI identification in the glove box. The cash was ours.
I didn’t risk going inside the McDonald’s to order. We used the drive-through and ate behind the security of tinted windows in the parking lot. Stonecrow looked extremely disinterested in my burgers, but she seemed okay with her chicken wrap, and she guzzled her soda in about five seconds flat.
“So what’s your story?” I asked when I was halfway through my meal, gesturing at her. “What does the OPA want you for?”
“They don’t tell you that in your files?”
“Your file says that you’ve had three families complain that you’re a scam artist. But every story’s got two sides, right?”
“Three complaints.” She snorted. “The dead don’t lie, Cèsar. That’s why people complain. They don’t like what the dead have to say to them. I haven’t done anything wrong.”
Stonecrow wiped her fingers with one of the paper napkins. She looked around for a place to throw it out and caught sight of her dirty face in the mirror. We were both all dusty from the brawl in the desert. She used other napkins to wipe off her face.
“Necrocognition is a rare talent.”
“Is it?” Stonecrow asked. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not.
“Where’d you learn to do it? Are you part of some kind of…I dunno, a tribe or something?” I asked. Her getup at Shady Groves had looked like the fifties Hollywood idea of a Native American wisewoman, but I had a hard time believing that that anyone who wore feathered headdresses and animal skins to a cemetery could be legit.
Yet she sat up straighter, tossed her hair. Her whole demeanor shifted. It was like she pulled on a disguise as I watched. “Yes, my tribe taught me. I am a native princess. I was trained by the best shamans in all of the nations,” she said, voice resonant with that accent she’d had before. “I was going to stay on our reservation, but the spirits called me to the world beyond. It is my destiny to speak the truths of the dead even when people aren’t prepared to hear it.”
“That so?”
“You saw how those Union men behaved when they arrested me—what they were prepared to do to silence the voices of the dead.” She sounded both imperious and annoyed. I guess my incredulity was showing.
“I have a hard time believing the Union would try to kill you if you can do what you claim. You’re too valuable. Hell, I bet the OPA would love to hire you.”
“You can deny it all you want, but it’s obvious that those men didn’t intend for you and I to come back from the desert.”
That much, I couldn’t deny. I just didn’t know why.
She tossed her trash in the backseat and grabbed the plastic bag from between her feet. I’d let her do all the buying in the herb shop and kept my aching face inside the SUV, so I had no idea what she’d gotten. 
“So how does your necrocognition work? Is it an evocation thing?”
She glanced at me before opening a baggie and pouring something green and grainy into her empty soda cup. “What? What’s evocation?”
For the first time since we’d started chatting, I believed the disbelief in her voice. It was more genuine than her bullshit “princess of the tribes” speech. “So you’re not summoning demons in order to talk to the dead. Doing blood rituals and shit. Human sacrifice.”
“I do use blood,” she said. I grimaced, and she hastily added, “I get it from the butcher. Pig, cow, chicken.”
The thought of slaughtering animals for a spell didn’t bother me—I’d knocked off a few mice and rats in my time training with the OPA—but witches that were willing to kill for power often didn’t stop at animals. I watched Stonecrow warily as she mixed ingredients. After she’d tossed a few things into her cup, she replaced the plastic lid and shook it.
“I was impressed with your spell in the SUV,” she said, softer than before. “That was great.”
Great? Well, if that was the word she wanted to use for it, I wasn’t going to stop her. “What can I say? Panic is inspirational. I don’t even do ritual circles most of the time. I’m more of a potions and poultices kind of guy. My coworker, Suzy, she’s all about the circles of power and energy manipulation. Bet she could have cooked up something even better.” I laughed. “Bet she could have cursed both of them without even getting out of the car.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “Well, you did well enough for both of us to survive.”
Yeah, we’d survived. Couldn’t ask for much more than that.
She took the lid off her cup again and scooped out a pulpy mess that smelled like a hamster cage. Stonecrow reached across the center console toward me.
I jerked back. “What’s that?”
She grabbed the wrist of my blistered hand.
“Relief,” Stonecrow said, smearing the mix on my skin.
The hot ache of the wound immediately subsided and was replaced by a damp coolness. Shivers rolled down my skin as the blisters dried, shriveled, and sloughed away to reveal fresh skin underneath.
It felt so good that I didn’t stop her when she dabbed it on the rest of the blisters, too. The stench was overpowering, but not magical. I didn’t even sneeze.
She handed me a fistful of napkins. “There you go.”
I wiped my face clean and checked the mirror. I looked like Cèsar again. A Cèsar that desperately needed to shave, but Cèsar nonetheless.
Stonecrow was smiling a little, giving me a weird look.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, tilting my jaw to see if I was turning purple or something.
“Nothing,” she said. “It’s just—I didn’t get a good look at you in the cemetery before defending myself, so now I’m…looking at you.” The smile seemed fixed to her lips.
Fuck if I knew why. Women.
“Thanks for the…” I drew a circle in the air around my face with a finger, indicating all the freshly healed skin. “Even if you caused the damage to it in the first place.”
Her eyes had gone a little glassy as she gazed at me. She blinked and refocused. “Oh. Self-defense. I thought you were going to kill me.” It wasn’t exactly an apology. Guess I didn’t need one. Stonecrow grabbed a clean napkin. “You missed a spot.” She wiped along my jaw. I didn’t think I’d missed anything, but I appreciated not smelling like hamster cage, so I let her clean down my neck and collar.
Once she was done with the pawing, I finished my last burger. The beef didn’t taste quite as good now that she’d mentioned using animal blood in her rituals. “Let’s get one thing straight, Stonecrow. If you’re into human sacrifice for your magic, get out of the car right now. I don’t work with murderers.”
“Isobel,” she said. “Not Stonecrow. Isobel’s fine.”
I liked the sound of that, but I didn’t feel like being on first name terms with a murderess. “You haven’t killed anyone for a magic spell,” I pressed.
“Never,” Isobel said.
Good enough. We could always talk about the animal cruelty later.
“Then let’s have a talk with Erin,” I said, turning the SUV on.
 

 
The night grew dark and sultry. It was nice enough out that I would have liked to roll down the windows and let the damp evening breeze into the car, but I was hesitant to give up what little privacy the tinted windows gave us. Not to mention the bulletproof glass. I could still feel the barrel of a gun jammed into the back of my skull. Now that the giddiness from my shitty luck/strength spell was wearing down, I could feel it real well.
I’d been one finger squeeze away from my brains splattered on the desert. That was enough to make a guy turn paranoid.
We parked outside Suzy’s townhouse.
Isobel glanced out the window. “What’s here?”
“My coworker. Suzy. She’s gonna be able to help us.”
“Suzy,” she mused. “Bet she has blond pigtails.”
More like pure animal rage and filthy jokes trapped inside a woman’s body. Whatever. “Stay here,” I said, and got out. When I rounded the car, Isobel was slamming her door, hiking her shorts up her ample hips. “Uh, didn’t I say ‘stay here?’”
“You said it,” Isobel said, giving me a disarmingly dazzling smile.
Right.
She didn’t follow me when I headed toward Suzy’s blue door. She remained leaning against the SUV. I kept an eye on her as I headed up the walk.
I was on Suzy’s front step, about to knock, when the door flew open. There must have been magical alarms that I hadn’t sensed.
The instant of total relief on Suzy’s face was immediately overwhelmed by anger. “Cèsar, you are one stupid motherfucker,” she said, but she was grabbing me by the jacket, running her hands over my chest and arms, like she couldn’t believe I was still alive. “What are you doing here? Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”
Considering that I hadn’t gotten a bullet in the head? Yeah, I was feeling pretty thoroughly okay. “Did you get to Eduardo and Joey first? Did you question them?”
“Of course I didn’t,” she whispered. “The Union must have been ten seconds behind you. They recovered them first.”
“So you don’t know if executing people is Union procedure or if they’d been hired to kill us?”
“Executing people?” Suzy’s eyes went wide and round. Her fists clutched my lapels. “For fuck’s sake, Cèsar, what the fuck? Who would have hired Eduardo and Joey as assassins anyway? They’re dumbasses!” She shook her head. “No. They’re good. They wouldn’t—it couldn’t have been bribes or something. They wouldn’t do that.”
Either Suzy didn’t know her friends as well as I now did or it really was Union procedure to shoot people in the head the second they became nuisances. I wasn’t sure which was worse.
She pressed her face to my chest, wrapped her arms around me for a tight squeeze, and then pulled back to punch me in the stomach. Damn, Suzy was a violent hugger. “Fuck, Cèsar. My texts are monitored. You stole a fucking Union SUV. You—” She cut off. She had finally noticed that I wasn’t alone. “Who’s that?”
Isobel was coming up the sidewalk. I opened my mouth to respond.
“You brought the necrocognitive to my house?” Suzy interrupted. “What the flying fuck is wrong with you, Cèsar?”
Leaning my shoulder against her doorway to block her view, I shrugged. “Bet if you asked Pops, he’d tell you he dropped me a few times as a kid. Look, Suzy, like I was saying, we need your help.”
“We?”
Did she need to shout everything at me? “We need to find Erin Karwell’s remains so we can talk to her and clear my name.”
“We?”
Okay, she’d already said that.
Isobel touched my back. “Hey,” she said. “Is everything okay? You guys are…loud.”
Suzy’s expression shuttered. She looked between me and Isobel and the SUV with a weird look, brow furrowed, lips frowning. “I told you to get on a bus, Cèsar. I told you to run. I’m not going to help you serve your balls to the Union on a platter. We’re done with this bullshit.”
And then she slammed the door in my face.
“That was helpful,” Isobel said brightly.
No fucking kidding.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
We got stuck in traffic after leaving Suzy’s. I didn’t know where we were going, so it didn’t really matter. I just drove without stopping, creeping down The Five slowly enough that I might as well have walked it.
The Union was probably tracking us now. We’d have to ditch the car soon—find another one. Where and how, I didn’t know. I was exhausted and annoyed and my ability to plan had been left behind in the desert. I’d expected Suzy to have the answers—and access to Erin’s body. Without either of those, I had no idea what to do next.
“Do you know where the OPA takes victims for autopsy?” Isobel asked.
Guess my aimlessness was obvious. “No,” I admitted. “I never deal with murder. I specialize in picking up witches who’ve been getting into trouble, but generally not the homicidal type.”
“More like the ‘talking to the dead’ type?” she asked with a teasing smile.
“If you’re asking if you’re one of my cases, yes. You are.” I huffed out a breath. “Were.” But she had the gears in my skull turning. Where did we take the dead? I’d never seen body bags hauled into my office building, but I had seen ambulances around. They probably went somewhere on the OPA campus.
The idea of breaking into one of our buildings was laughably bad. We had hundreds of magical and physical alarms—I’d have gotten arrested before I made it past the Starbucks between the Magical Violations and Infernal Relations buildings.
But maybe if someone could bring Erin’s body out…
“How much body do you need?” I asked. “The whole thing, or would an arm or a finger work?”
Isobel pulled a face. “I don’t know. I suppose I could do it with any part of the body.”
Any part?
I cast my mind back to the blood in my bathroom. It might not have been cleaned up yet. And Erin had to have left some tissue behind, too.
We were almost past the exit closest to my apartment. I changed lanes without signaling, slicing through the narrow space between cars. Horns blared at me.
Isobel grabbed the leather arm of her chair. “What are you doing?”
“Getting you a piece of the victim.”
 

 
We parked a few blocks away from my apartment building and walked the rest of the way there. I noticed that Isobel was carrying the bag from the herb shop with her, but didn’t ask what else she had bought. She’d already admitted to using animal blood. I probably didn’t want to know what she had in there.
It was a nice night for walking, even if I was out with a necrocognitive. The moon was hazy yellow, and the air was quiet and still. No signs of cops or Union anywhere. Didn’t get any better than that.
Isobel eyeballed my building as we headed around back. “What is this place?”
“What, got a problem with it?”
Guess my defensiveness had given me away. She gave me a skeptical look. “You live here?”
I took another look at my apartment. It was indistinguishable from any of a million other apartment buildings in Los Angeles. The architecture was…well, it wasn’t going to win any awards, but it wasn’t like I spent much time looking at the big taupe box from the outside. It had a secure lobby and a couple trees. Whatever. I spent most of my time at the office anyway.
“You live in a teal RV with beaded curtains,” I pointed out.
“Teal is a magical conductor. The curtains…” The corner of her mouth quirked. “Well, there’s no excuse for that.”
At least she was willing to admit it.
Grabbing the fire escape’s ladder, I pulled it down and stepped aside.
“Ladies first,” I said.
Isobel stared up at it. “I don’t like heights.”
“It’s the only way up.” I extended my hands toward her. “I won’t let you fall.”
She hesitated then climbed onto the first rung. I dutifully stood behind her, prepared to catch her in the unlikely event of the fire escape suddenly melting and throwing her to the ground. As soon as she reached the second floor, I followed her. And we did that all the way up to my floor.
When we got up to my apartment’s window, Isobel glanced over the railing at the ground and turned pale. She grabbed my sleeve.
“I’ve got you,” I said, steadying her.
She sighed and leaned against my chest, all warm and soft. Probably trying not to fall over. “You do have me, don’t you?”
And with that weird question, she pushed in the screen for my window and slipped inside.
I climbed in after her.
My apartment hadn’t changed since the last time I was there. I was relieved to see everything intact. The landlord was kind of a dick; I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d tossed all my belongings to the curb as soon as I went missing. But a cursory search proved that nothing new had gone missing since my last visit. The rent was paid through to the end of the month—maybe I could actually keep my home if I managed to clear my name before April rolled around.
Not that it felt like home anymore. I stood awkwardly in the bedroom as Isobel picked through my closet, staring at the bed that I’d woken up in on my last morning as an innocent man.
I’d been with Erin there. She’d died in this place. Shot and strangled.
I wasn’t sure I could feel at home anywhere ever again.
“What do you need out of my closet?” I asked.
“Oh, just looking around,” she said airily, with a hint of that “shaman princess” tone. Yeah, right. She was snooping.
I pushed the door shut. “Look around somewhere else.”
She lifted her hands in a gesture of surrender. “All right, all right.”
“Need lights so that you can search for Erin’s tissue?” I opened my bedside table in search of a flashlight.
She wandered out of the bedroom. “No, thanks. I don’t need to see to find what I’m looking for.”
I grabbed the flashlight anyway and turned it on. There was still blood on the hallway carpet. Isobel flinched at the sight of it. A little skittish for someone who had slapped animal blood on her bare breasts for a ritual in a cemetery.
“Getting any vibes?” I asked.
She shook her head slowly. “Where did Erin die?”
I led her to the bathroom. “The tub.”
It was hard to stand there, staring at the empty bathtub, knowing what had been inside of it. But I had the necrocognitive. We were on the scene of the crime. If this were what I had to do to find Erin’s killer—well, I’d do a hell of a lot worse to bring justice to her.
Isobel stopped beside me in the doorway. She swallowed hard.
“Do it,” I urged. “Raise her.”
Isobel kneeled on a clear patch of floor by the tub, clutching her bag from the herb shop. Her face was ashen in the darkness. “So much blood,” she whispered, trailing her hand over the edge of the tub. “How did she die?”
The memory of the bruised handprints on Erin’s throat came to mind. “You tell me.”
She clenched her jaw. Reached into the bag and sprinkled herbs across the floor. Thank God that was some kind of plant matter and nothing animal in origin. “Erin Karwell,” Isobel said, one hand on the herbs, the other hand stretched over a tacky puddle of dried blood. She cleared her throat. When she spoke, she only had a trace of that dramatic, fake Indian accent. “I summon—I summon the spirits to…” She looked at me and trailed off.
“Well?” I demanded.
She put both hands on the tub and squeezed her eyes shut. “Erin Karwell,” she whispered.
Isobel was silent for several long seconds. It was nothing like the cemetery. She wasn’t even pretending to put on a show. She just…sat there. Doing nothing.
And after a minute, her eyes popped open again. “I don’t have the right supplies.” It sounded like she had to fight with herself to make the words come out, like she was confessing to something awful.
“What do you need?” There was a hard edge to my voice. Harder than I meant. “Do you need candles and salt? Do you need raccoon bones? Do you need to take off your shirt?”
“Cèsar…”
“Well?”
“I need a body.”
“You’ve got her blood, you’ve got the herbs,” I said. “Talk to the damn victim, Isobel!”
It exploded out of her. “I can’t!”
The force of her frustration punched through me. I stepped back, gripping the doorframe.
So there was the truth. Isobel Stonecrow wasn’t really a necrocog. She was a liar, a scammer. Exactly what the OPA had thought she was.
“The drums,” I said. “The bones. The blood. Fake.”
“Yes, all of that was fake,” Isobel said, scattering the herbs across the bathroom floor as she stood. “And the herbs don’t do anything, either, I was just—I always try to put on a show. But—”
I’d heard enough. I shoved away from the door.
“I can still help you, Cèsar! I just don’t—”
“Forget about it,” I said. The anger burned out of me, dwindling down into a hard iron core of defeat.
Isobel couldn’t raise Erin. She couldn’t give me the truth. I couldn’t get vengeance—couldn’t clear my name, get my job back, get my life back.
I didn’t bother with the window. I ripped open the front door of the apartment, tore down the yellow police tape, and stalked away from the home I might never see again.
Isobel followed me to the top of the stairs and gazed at me with wounded eyes.
“Let me help you,” she said. “We can still figure something out.”
What the hell could a scammer do for me? For Erin? I froze on the landing and glared at her. “If you’re smart, you’ll get out of town, Stonecrow. And you won’t come back.”
Maybe that was what I should have done in the first place.
 



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
The house I was standing in front of was by far the nicest I’d been to since this whole thing started, so long as you liked suburban sprawl—which I did. It was quiet on this street. The kind of place where everyone was in bed by nine and trouble didn’t roam the sidewalks looking for things to tag with spray-paint. Trees were swaying with the breeze, a dog barked in the distance.
The guy who met me at the front door of the house on the corner looked like he belonged. Sweat suit, nice sneakers, crew-cut hair. His tattoos were hidden by sleeves. “I was wondering how long it would take for you to make your way here.”
I sighed. “I didn’t want to bring this to your door, but I just…I’m out of options, man.”
Domingo pushed open the security screen and held his arms open. I stepped into his embrace, squeezed him tight. I’m not so much of a man that I can’t hug my brother hard when I’m having a shitty week. Domingo hugged back just as fiercely.
“You look like shit on a stick. Do I want to know why?”
“I fought off two assassins in the desert. Kicked their asses. Pulled out all the ninja moves.” I mimicked a few karate chops, and Domingo laughed.
“Sure you did. Couch in the den is yours as long as you want it.”
I didn’t want Domingo’s couch at all. It was stiff and old, and Domingo’s wife wouldn’t be happy to see me on it.
What I really wanted was his ritual space.
Domingo and I had gotten into a lot of bad shit together as teenagers, but we’d gotten into a lot of good things, too. Like magic. Abuelita had been the one to identify that we had the old magic in the first place, taught us how to tap into it, but we’d worked together to find the limits of our abilities. Domingo still had an altar in his basement—everything a guy needed to whip up a batch of strength and energy potions.
The house was mostly dark when he let me in. It was well after midnight, but that shouldn’t have mattered in my brother’s house. He was a night owl.
I leaned around the end of his stairs to check the second floor. All the doors were open and the rooms were dark.
“Sofia already in bed?” I asked.
“She isn’t here.” A sigh. “We’re taking a little time apart. And before you say it—”
“I wasn’t going to say anything.”
“—she’s in love with someone else.”
She wasn’t my wife, but the announcement still felt like a punch to the face. I sucked in a hard breath. “You know who?”
“I don’t, and I don’t want to think about it.” He scrubbed his hands through his hair. He’d always been the spitting image of our dad, except without the mustache. Now, with heartache etched on his face, he was practically Dad’s twin. “Either she’ll break it off with him or me, and I’ll deal with either when it happens. You’ve got bigger problems. Sit down, I’ll get you a beer.”
“Shouldn’t I clean up first?” I gestured at my dusty jacket and jeans.
“I’m not the one in the house who cares about the upholstery, dude.”
There wasn’t anyone in the house who cared about upholstery anymore. And his home felt a hell of a lot emptier for it.
I was the one on the run from murder charges, but I’d take my week over Domingo’s. He was nuts for Sofia—she was his moon and stars and all that romantic crap. She was the reason he’d stopped knocking over 7-Elevens for petty cash and gotten a real job. She was the reason Domingo had a nice life in the first place.
I took the couch in the living room. It was a lot softer than the den couch.
“Anyone come looking for me?” I asked, eyeing Sofia’s footstool and trying to decide if I wanted to risk putting my dirty shoes on it.
“You busted out of jail. What do you think?” Domingo called over his shoulder as he went for the kitchen. “Agent Takeuchi hit up Pops first, so I got the courtesy of a warning phone call before she appeared at my doorstep.”
I whistled. “Suzy? Really?” I knew I’d probably been given a file like Isobel’s and assigned to an agent, but I never would have thought that the OPA would assign me to my desk mate. Weird that it was the OPA visiting my family instead of the LAPD, though. “Did Pops have fun with her?”
“He says she’s a gorgeous woman and you should let her catch you.”
Of course he did. “Tell me he didn’t hit on her.”
“What do you think? Seventy-two years old and the man’s still got it.”
“He thinks he’s got it, anyway,” I muttered.
Domingo emerged from the kitchen and with two bottles of beer. I took mine gratefully and drank deep. The cold felt amazing going down my throat. And in my hand. I placed the bottle to my forehead and winced when it hit a bruise.
“Tell me what happened,” Domingo said.
“What hasn’t happened? I don’t even know where to start.”
“The beginning works.”
The beginning. Right. “I had drinks. A lot of drinks. My coworkers and I were celebrating, and I tried to chat up a waitress—”
“Erin Karwell.”
He knew her name. I grimaced. “Has it been on the news?”
“Oh yeah.” He pushed a piece of paper across the coffee table to me. It was a printout from a news website. There was a picture of Erin on the top—gorgeous, innocent, living Erin, with her hair wild and a huge smile. The words in the headline, “Waitress Murdered,” made me feel like I was falling down a deep, dark hole.
I skimmed the article. My name wasn’t mentioned. One of the few advantages of being a spook, I guess.
“How’d you know that I was connected?” I asked, folding up the article, sticking it in my pocket. I wanted to keep Erin’s face with me. A reminder of why I was doing what I was doing.
“The FBI agent,” Domingo said. “She told us.” He sank into the chair across from me, took a swig of beer. “She was acting real weird. I’ve never seen anyone that pissed in my life.”
That didn’t sound weird—that sounded like Suzy. I leaned back against the couch cushions, shut my eyes, rolled the sweating bottle over my face. “Don’t look at me like that.”
“You can’t even see me right now.”
“I don’t have to see you.” I opened my eyes. Domingo had schooled his face into something so innocent, it looped around about five times and landed right back on guilty. “I know what you’re thinking. I always know what you’re thinking. And Suzy didn’t frame me for the murder.”
“Someone did.”
Lord, it was nice not having to be the first one to say it. A weight lifted from my lungs. I breathed for the first time in days. “Yeah. Someone did. But it wasn’t Suzy.”
“How can you be sure?”
If Suzy had framed me for the murder, then why would she have let me sleep on her couch? She had been nothing but a good friend. A better friend than I deserved. But I said, “She doesn’t have a motive. Why kill a waitress?”
“You said you were hitting on this Erin girl, right?” Domingo asked. “Women get crazy when they’re jealous.”
Jealousy would have implied there was something between Suzy and me other than a cluttered desk and a four-foot wall covered in sticky notes. It didn’t fit. “No way. She’s on my side. She’s been helping me this whole time.” Aside from slamming the door in my face, anyway. But she’d get over that.
“Helping you with what, exactly? How are you going to get over this ‘on the run’ thing?”
“I don’t know anymore. There’s this other woman—”
“Another woman,” Domingo said, as if that explained everything.
I snorted. Unlike him, all of my problems were not of the curvy female persuasion. “This other woman is a witch. She said that she could speak to the dead, so Suzy helped me find her. But Isobel’s a fraud. That was a waste of time.”
A grin. “Isobel.”
“What?”
“I know that tone of voice. Can’t get her off your mind?”
Of course I couldn’t. She had lied to me, convinced me that she could be the solution to my problems. And she wasn’t. But the sight of her standing at the top of the stairs with haunted eyes, pleading with me, asking me to let her help… That was going to stick with me for days. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t have a plan anymore.” I ran both hands through my hair, sinking deeper into the couch. “I’m wasted—I can’t even think.”
Domingo set down his beer, pulled out his phone. “That’s why you’re here. Leave the thinking to me. What do you need to get done?”
Shit, I didn’t even know where to start. “The SUV needs to go. It’s parked a few blocks away. It belongs to the, uh, the FBI, and I pulled out the GPS tracker, but they’ll still find it sooner or later.”
“Consider it gone,” Domingo said, typing rapidly on his phone.
“I need another car.”
“Done.”
A smirk crept across my face. “Really?”
“I still know people.” Domingo had been legit for a couple years now—about as long as I had been working for the OPA—but when he had been bad, he’d been really, really bad. People had looked up to him. It was no surprise that he was still in touch.
“I need to know who really killed Erin,” I said.
“That I can’t help you with, but your new car will be here in an hour and you’re welcome to help yourself to my basement. I’ve got some new stuff. Wanna check it out?”
Domingo didn’t even need to ask.
He took me downstairs. He had completely redone the place since my last visit. The walls were paneled half in oak, half in fancy-ass wallpaper. Sugar skulls hung from the walls with candles in their eye sockets. He had a circle of power permanently imprinted on the floor and an altar as big as a bed.
I sneezed as I set foot on the bottom of the stairs.
“Damn,” I said, scrubbing at my nose with my hand. “Nice.”
“Been thinking about starting a coven. I thought, with Sofia out of the house…” He trailed off, gazing around the room with a lost look, as if he didn’t really recognize it. She had never been a fan of the witch thing.
He had some gemstones in a bowl of salt on his altar. Judging by the fact they were directly placed in a puddle of moonlight, I was thinking he had to be infusing them. “What are you working on?” I asked, trailing my fingers through the air over the bowl. I could just make out sparks of blue and white from the corner of my eye.
“Trying to figure out a spell to help me sleep.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Haven’t been resting well ever since…you know. Brain keeps me awake. But I can’t seem to get it right. Last batch made my dreams too vivid. Kept waking up screaming.”
That was a real problem. Couldn’t have Domingo going crazy while he waited for Sofia to get her shit together.
I skimmed his shelves, looking through the herbs. I picked out agrimony and elder root.
“Got any passionflower?” I asked.
Domingo frowned. “Why?”
“You need passionflower.”
I sprinkled the herbs I’d picked out on his gemstones. The aura of magic shifted—couldn’t tell you how, but it did. I’d never been real analytical about my magic. Failed chemistry in high school twice. But I instinctively understood what Domingo needed.
His eyes were shining when he stepped up to look at it. “It’s perfect.”
“Test it out before you thank me,” I said. “Hopefully it won’t make you comatose.” Although it looked like he could have used a few weeks of solid sleep. Maybe going comatose wouldn’t have been the worst thing for him. I kept my eyes on the infused gemstones as I asked, “How long has she been gone now?”
“A month. Every morning I wake up and think she’s making breakfast downstairs just to remember all over again,” Domingo said. “I’ve distracted myself with the basement. Pops even did the floor for me.” His gesture encompassed the room. “Now the remodel’s done, but Sofia’s still with him.”
“Shit, man.”
He socked me in the shoulder. “Keep the bitch eyes to yourself. Take whatever you want.”
I took another pass around the shelves, looking for finished products rather than herbs. Domingo had been making poultices, too. I grabbed a bowl of strength he’d brewed and sniffed. My sinuses tingled, but no sneeze—he’d never been as good at poultices as I was. “I’m gonna take all of these. I’ve been away from mine a couple of days and feeling weak.”
“Whatever you want,” he repeated.
I stuffed my pockets with strength poultices, a few potions in plastic bottles, anything that looked vaguely useful. When I was done, I weighed an extra fifteen pounds. Or maybe that was just the exhaustion hitting me hard.
“Can I sleep in the guest room?” I asked. “Just for a few minutes.”
“Why not?” Domingo agreed. “I’ll make dinner happen while you nap. No shimmying down trees while I’m distracted, though—you need to get some real rest. And I’ll know you’ve ducked out on me.”
“Hey, if it worked on Pops…”
“Don’t even. What do you want for dinner? Pizza? Burgers?”
“You could give me your moldy leftovers and I’d be the happiest man alive.”
Domingo snorted as he pulled out his cell phone. “Not with the way I cook.”
It felt like it’d been days since I smiled. I patted him on the back. He smiled back.
It was good to be home.
 



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
I didn’t shimmy down the tree outside the guest room, but I also didn’t stay for dinner. I crawled into the shower to rinse off the dirt, tossed back a few shots of energy potions, and crept out the back door as soon as the shock of consciousness hit me.
Every minute I spent at Domingo’s house was another minute begging for him to be dragged out to the desert next.
My new car was a Dodge Charger, newest model year. Bumblebee yellow with two sexy black stripes up the hood. I gave a low, appreciative whistle. Domingo’s “friends” were richer than I expected. That worried me—the idea that Sofia was gone and Domingo was suddenly tight with his old contacts again. But I’d deal with that later.
I grabbed the keys out of the wheel well and booked it.
My leads were dry. Erin had been murdered two days ago and I still didn’t know anything about what had happened—only that Stonecrow was a dead end and that Suzy was sick of me.
If a case was going cold, then all I needed to do was heat it up. And we have a saying at my office: “There’s nowhere hotter than Helltown.”
The agents weren’t talking about the weather when they said that. Helltown is just another neighborhood in Los Angeles, much like Chinatown, and it enjoys the same temperate winters and steamy summers that the rest of the city does.
But if you’re looking for a murderer, or missing evidence, or a stolen item on the black market—chances are real good that you would find it in Helltown.
You just had to know where to look.
I drove around until sunrise, then parked the Charger at a Walmart and walked three blocks east. I stood outside Helltown with my arms folded, eyeballing the empty street in front of me.
It didn’t look like anything special—definitely not a demon hideaway. From the outside, all I could see were rows of uniform housing with barred windows and sunbaked lawns. The fact that I was seeing those houses at all meant I was allowed to enter. Meant that someone inside of Helltown was expecting me.
Most humans weren’t going to stumble into Helltown by accident. It was drenched in enough wards and diversion spells to render the average mortal stupid. There were lots of accidents on the intersections outside because people drove too close and got zapped with old magic. But I walked right up to the edge of the block and didn’t get turned away. My invitation was open.
Not the most cheerful thought.
I stepped over the line in the sidewalk—and got smacked in the eye with a femur.
“Jesus,” I growled, slapping it away, spinning to look at what I’d walked into.
From this side, I could see that the entrance to Helltown was marked with an iron arch that had bones dangling down the middle, kind of like Isobel’s beaded curtains. I rubbed my face hard where the bone had touched it.
Lord, I hope the sun’s bleached all the bacteria off of that.
Then I turned around to get my first look of the morning at Helltown.
As soon as I had passed under that archway, the seemingly empty street had become populated. Demons and witches and idiot humans with death wishes bustled through the road, pushing along wheelbarrows and dragging sacks behind them. The road hadn’t been maintained since it vanished into Helltown in 1968, and the pavement was all but dust under my feet, making me stumble when I stepped off the sidewalk. My foot squished in something red-brown and rotting. Graceful, Cèsar, very graceful.
The yellowing lawns I’d seen from outside were nothing but dirt pits in here. The bars and glass were missing from most windows, letting me see to the seething darkness within the houses. All of the street signs had been torn down and replaced with sheets of engraved steel—all decorated with spikes, of course. Demons love putting spikes on everything.
It was a neighborhood out of a nightmare, twisted and perverse.
It was my only hope of finding a lead now.
“Welcome to Helltown,” I muttered under my breath.
I was talking to myself. Three days since going rogue and I was already going nuts.
Keeping my head down, I walked fast toward the intersection of Grim and Blacksburg. Demons and witches had self-segregated within Helltown, so there are neighborhoods within the neighborhood. All the higher demons, like incubi, live on the northern streets with the mortals that feed them; I was heading south, where the less powerful demons hid out.
I never went to the north side of Helltown. Never.
Moving quickly, I watched my feet instead of watching my surroundings, trying to look like I belonged. I didn’t want to see what I was passing anyway. The ramshackle buildings had human skulls over most doorways. Several of the houses had converted the yards to pens for exercising human servants. Vendors had carts set every few feet, selling crafts made of demon and human byproducts, selling kebabs of flesh, clothes woven from human hair. Those were the worst. Just the smell of them made me want to barf.
It wasn’t a nice place, Helltown. Kopides had been trying to shut it down ever since a coven of witches and duke from the City of Dis collaborated to make those streets disappear from Los Angeles. But you can fit a lot of evil in a couple square miles, and we couldn’t trust automatic weapons to operate around all that infernal power. It didn’t leave a lot of options for slaughtering the residents of Helltown.
For now, the OPA only jumps in when we need something. When Helltown is spilling outside its boundaries.
As long as Helltown stays self-contained, anything goes.
Down on the south side of Helltown, there are fewer shops and more apartments. The buildings were crammed all full of demons like carcasses being eaten by maggots from the inside out. But there’s one shop on the ground floor of a tenement that I’ve visited three or four times before. Aside from being a source of irritation for the OPA, the shopkeeper was a nosy pain-in-the-ass that always knows what’s going down in her town.
Monique was one of the more innocuous demons in Helltown—a glass blower. She mostly crafted supplies for witches—vials for potion making, bowls for mixing ingredients, enchanted flasks, that kind of thing—but she also made pipes for drug use. That was the thing that got her in the most trouble. It’s one thing to supply witches that live in Helltown, and another to supply potheads on the outside with pipes shaped like dicks.
Everything that demons craft gets demon energy crafted right into it. By smoking through a novelty pipe that Monique had made, druggies were opening themselves to demonic possession. It wasn’t a big deal for the occasional smokers. Now imagine April twentieth at UCLA with a hundred college students that suddenly need exorcism, and you’ll get why Monique is a problem.
We’d originally thought the dick-pipe affair was a witch thing, which was how it got assigned to me. Now Monique had the pleasure of being my one and only demon contact. She’d cut a deal to avoid incarceration, and she fed me information whenever I was brave enough to head into Helltown.
She still had a bunch of dick-pipes on the shelf by her front door at eye level. I had to give it to her. Monique was a real artist. Big dicks, little dicks, circumcised, uncut, all of them perfectly shaped for smoking weed.
“Get the fuck out of here,” said a gravelly voice.
I dragged my attention from a nine-inch pipe with detailed veins. The artist herself was behind the counter, sitting on a stool that lifted her squat, froggy body to a normal height. She was surrounded by spindly glass sculptures. They were genuinely beautiful.
“Hey, Monique,” I said. “How’s business?”
She gave me a flat look. Literally a flat look. No nose, no eyebrows, barely any lips. All of her looks were flat. But this one was especially unimpressed, like I’d just asked to borrow money from her. “I’ve stopped selling pipes to mortal kids, so I know you’re not here to fuck with me. Yet I told you to get the fuck out of here and you’re not listening. You want something, you ugly cunt, so what the fuck is it this time, Hawke?”
Great. I’d caught her on a bad day. “I’m looking for information pertaining to a murder.”
“You know I didn’t fucking kill anyone.”
I grabbed an Erlenmeyer flask off of her shelf. I could use some new equipment. “I know. You’re too short to do anything worse than bite ankles.”
She flashed dagger-like teeth at me. “I said I didn’t kill anyone. That doesn’t mean I won’t.”
Setting the flask on her counter, I fished around for some of the cash I’d stolen from Joey Dawes. “Erin Karwell. She was a waitress at a bar called The Olive Pit. Do you recognize the name?”
“Mortal?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you sure?” Monique asked. I set a twenty on the table. Before I could let go of it, her hand shot out and seized my wrist. Her fingers were those of an artist, long and slender and delicate. Her touch sent chills rushing up my forearm. “I don’t want any of your fucking money. I know why you’re here. You’re in deep shit, Hawke, and you’re desperate for answers.”
“You can’t know why I’m here if you don’t know Erin.” I flashed the news article with her photo.
“Is that the cunt you killed?” Monique asked, barely even glancing at it.
Shit. She did know why I was there. It wasn’t fun being part of Helltown’s rumor mill. No fun at all. “Don’t tell me you’re siding with the cops on this one.”
“I’m on nobody’s side but mine, and my side is awfully fucking interested in not getting dead.”
I pulled my hand back from her counter, twenty clutched in my fist. “Has the OPA been through here asking for me?”
“It’s not the OPA you need to worry about,” Monique said. “Yeah, I recognize Erin. She used to come around here.”
That was news to me.
“What do you mean, ‘around here?’ Helltown? Your shop?”
She pushed the flask toward me. “Take it. Consider it a parting gift.”
I didn’t touch it. “Erin was just some waitress. What would she have been doing in Helltown?”
“Get your dumb ass down to the Temple of the Hand of Death,” Monique said. “It’s on Sekhmet, northwest side. That’s where you’ll get your answers.”
My sense of alarm heightened. “Why? Is someone there expecting me?”
Her smile was even more unpleasant than her glare. “Have a nice day.”
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Common sense said that I shouldn’t go to the Temple of the Hand of Death. It was on the north side. The north side of Helltown was where the incubi were, so I didn’t go to the north side. Especially not if there were things expecting to see me there.
Should have been a no-brainer, right?
But common sense and desperation didn’t play nicely, and I didn’t have a lot of other options.
I drew my Desert Eagle before approaching the so-called temple.
It was one of the shittier buildings in Helltown. The temple looked like it occupied a former gas station, judging by the row of vintage gas pumps in front of it. You could still almost make out the graceful lines of the fifties-style decorations on the outside of the building, but they had rotted with age. The roof sagged in the middle. The sun had bleached the colors out of everything. The windows had been punched out.
Smoke spiraled out of the windows, fogging the area in front of the door. Smelled like a brushfire. I sneezed.
A steel sign had been hung over the door. It read: “Vedae som Matis Duvak.” I didn’t understand vo-ani, the demon language, but I was going to assume that meant “ugly-ass gas station.”
I pushed the door open.
The floor inside was poured concrete. An altar stood at the far end of the room—a folding table with an array of melted candles sitting in piles of sludgy wax. There was a big clock on the wall behind it. A couple of hand-woven baskets stood along each wall. They were covered, fortunately. I didn’t want to know what demons considered to be fitting offerings for demon-gods being honored in a temple gas station.
I didn’t see any demons there, but I still eased the safety off the gun as I slipped inside. The door whined shut behind me.
“Is anyone here?” I asked, raising my voice. “My name is Agent Cèsar Hawke and I’m with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. I have questions.”
“I have answers,” someone said from behind me.
No way in hell someone had gotten behind me.
I spun to see a woman. A human woman. She had bushy brown hair, a hunched back, innocent-looking eyes. Couldn’t have been any older than a gawky fifteen or sixteen. She wore black velvet—heavy skirt, sleeves that draped to her fingertips—and a boned corset. Delicate iron jewelry dangled at her neck and over her forehead. Black symbols had been painted on her cheeks, one under each eye.
She gave me a nervous smile. She was holding some kind of stone scepter that looked much too fancy for an awkward teenager.
“Are you a good man, Agent Cèsar Hawke?”
You want to talk about things that make me useless? Women were number one. Children were number two. Combine both of them by sticking a vulnerable young girl in front of me, and I turn into a giant sucker. This kid was way too young to be dressing up like an infernal priestess and hanging out in Helltown, no matter what she’d done or who she thought she was.
Every single one of my protective instincts went nuts in an instant. Like a big raging beast was trying to break out of my chest.
“Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you,” I said, lowering the gun. “Who are you?”
She cocked her head to the side. “Who am I? Who are you?”
“I’m Cèsar,” I said again, slower this time, even though she’d already said my name. “What are you doing here? How did you end up in Helltown?”
Her smile turned weird. Her eyes unfocused. “I think you are probably a good man, Cèsar, but that doesn’t change anything.”
Wait, her eyes weren’t unfocused.
They had just focused behind me.
I turned.
And there she was: Isobel Stonecrow, holding a folding chair in both hands like she thought she was a WWE wrestler.
She swung. The chair struck.
I was out before I hit the ground.
 

 
I didn’t feel it when I went unconscious. It was like I blinked, and suddenly I was in a chair with ropes tethering my ankles and left wrist. Isobel Stonecrow was kneeling on my right side, quickly knotting the cord on that arm.
I couldn’t react as quickly as I normally would have. The world was swimming around me, spinning and flipping and blurring like I’d just had another rough night with a bottle of tequila. I swiped at Isobel too slowly. By the time my fist grabbed at the place her throat had been, she had already dodged, grabbed my arm, and pinned it back to the chair.
She wasn’t alone. Another priestess of the Hand of Death was behind her, watching with an amused grin that she couldn’t hide behind her fingers.
Yeah, laugh it up.
“He’s ridiculously handsome,” the priestess said, giving Isobel a thumbs up. “Nicely done.”
The corner of Isobel’s mouth twitched. “Can I have a minute, Elora?”
“You can have fifteen. Or maybe twenty. However much you need.” Was she waggling her eyebrows? Jesus. Women.
The priestess slipped past Isobel. I twisted, trying to see where she was going. I couldn’t turn far. For all I knew, there were a dozen priestesses back there giggling at me really quietly.
“What the fuck, Izzy?” I asked once I was reasonably certain that we were alone.
One thick eyebrow arched, lips twisting. “Nobody calls me Izzy.”
I didn’t even know why it had slipped out like that. I sure as heck wasn’t feeling in a “pet names” mood with her. Probably the concussion talking.
Tried to jerk my wrist free. She had already knotted the rope. Damn, she was fast.
“You hang out in Helltown?” I asked as she backed away from me.
“Sometimes,” Isobel said. “It’s a place to settle when I’m not on the road. I have friends here.”
Friends? More like coworkers. She was wearing the robes of the priestesses of the Hand of Death, all black velvet and glittering iron jewelry. I would have been lying if I said that the way the corset lifted her breasts wasn’t totally awesome. But even if I’m a sucker for beautiful women—and I am—I’ve got my limits.
“Let me go,” I said.
“All I want to do is help. Don’t be afraid.”
A scoff. “I’m not afraid.” Not that afraid, anyway. But you try being held hostage by someone in Helltown without losing your cool. I’d heard stories of agents going into Helltown and never coming out again—some of them rumors, some of them definitely not. I didn’t want to be another cold case. I might have been sweating a little.
Like I said, there’s nowhere hotter than Helltown.
Finally prying my eyes free of Isobel in all her robes and demon jewelry, I took a long look at the room where I was now momentarily trapped. I was fairly certain that it was underneath the gas station temple. It looked like a basement. There were floorboard joists over my head. The walls were bare concrete stained with moisture. No windows. Just torches. Fucking torches, like we were in the Temple of Doom.
Isobel had three big baskets behind her. She grabbed one of them and hauled it closer to me.
“Let me out of here,” I said.
“Not until you believe me. I’ll untie you once you’ve seen the truth, and you can decide what to do after that.”
She was still on about that? “If you’re stashing kids in the temple, then what comes after that might be a call to the cops.”
Isobel frowned as she dropped the basket at my feet. “Kids? You mean Ann?”
“Is that the name of your little diversion upstairs? How did she end up here? Kidnapping?”
“She’s vedae som matis bougaknati.” Whatever the fuck that meant. “Don’t go near Ann,” Isobel said firmly. “You have to listen to me, Cèsar. I can help you. I want to help you.”
I strained against my bindings. “Yeah, I can tell. That’s why you lied to me about being able to talk to Erin and tied me to a chair.”
Her eyes lit with fire. “Fine. You think I’m a fraud? Let me show you how much of a fraud I am.”
She kicked over the basket. The lid flew off and hit my shins. Bones spilled out—dry human bones. I would have recoiled if I hadn’t been attached to the chair.
There were no drums this time, no fake accent, no chanting.
Isobel extended her hands over the bones in front of her, palms facing the ground. She closed her eyes.
“Come to me,” she whispered.
The magic slapped me upside the head like a folding chair. My eyes burned and sinuses tingled and I sneezed three times in quick succession. The room blurred. All that magic that I had felt in at Shady Groves Cemetery was back, strong enough to choke me.
Once I could see again, all of the oxygen vanished from my lungs.
There was an apparition in front of me. The full figure of a naked, hairless human man, who looked baffled to be in the basement. His dark skin looked inhumanly gray. And—Jesus—I could see the basket through his shins.
He was a ghost.
His mouth moved, but Isobel spoke for him, still whispering, still in her true voice. “Where am I? What’s going on?” Her eyes were empty, like the ghostly figure had taken control of her.
“Holy hell,” I said.
Isobel stepped around the apparition to touch my shoulder. The ghost’s empty stare followed her movements.
“Do you believe me now, Cèsar?” she asked softly.
Oh yeah. I believed her.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Isobel had parked her RV behind the Temple of the Hand of Death. She dragged me to it, delicate fingers encircling my wrist, eyes on the surrounding road and the creatures milling between buildings.
I must have been unconscious longer than I’d thought—it was starting to get dark by the time we left. Dangerous time to be on the streets of Helltown, even for a woman dressed like a priestess. During the day, only the corporeal, daywalking demons could go outside, making it relatively safe for visiting OPA agents. Once night fell, shit got real.
The OPA specifically forbade agents from entering Helltown in the afternoon to make sure that they wouldn’t be there at nightfall.
I didn’t trust a lot about the OPA right now, but I trusted their sense of self-preservation.
Isobel shoved the door to her RV open and pushed me inside. I held my breath when I stepped onto the upper step, prepared for her magic to overwhelm me. All witches have a habit of marking our territory with wards and curses, which can be enough to fuck up my nose if the witch is powerful. And Isobel was definitely powerful.
Yet I didn’t sneeze. I didn’t feel even the slightest tingle.
The RV looked even more retro on the inside. She had shag carpet, a beanbag chair. Her furniture was upholstered in plasticky white material. All she was missing was a lava lamp. But even though her kitchen counters were covered in jars of herbs and bags of—oh Lord, was that blood? I didn’t see an altar.
“Don’t you cast magic in here?” I asked as she climbed in behind me, slamming the door.
“Not exactly,” Isobel said. She dropped the velvet skirts. They puddled around her ankles, and she kicked them away. She was wearing cutoff denim shorts underneath, which clashed with the remaining corset in a sexy kind of way.
“What’s ‘not exactly’ supposed to mean?”
She tossed her veils to the floor and climbed into the driver’s seat. “It means that I’ve never had a dead person in my RV, so I’ve never had to cast a spell in here.”
The engine groaned to life and my eyebrows climbed toward my hairline. Vehicles weren’t meant to work within Helltown, not with all the infernal energy. Mechanics got all gummed up. “Then how’d you get the RV working?”
“I have talented witchy friends,” Isobel said, turning on the headlights. I stood behind her, hands braced on the back of her chair, as she wrenched the wheel to the right and got onto the bumpy road. “They know things.”
If she knew the kind of witches powerful enough to shield her RV against infernal energy, then I wanted to know those witches, too. Heck, the entire OPA would want to know those witches. If we could bring our SUVs and BearCat assault vehicles into the neighborhood, it would change the game in a big way.
Later. After I wasn’t a fugitive anymore.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said.
Isobel shot a smile over her shoulder at me. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”
The shadows were growing long, stretching in spindly fingers over the pavement. The darkness didn’t have that blue cast to it that sunset often gets. It was black. Blacker than black. The shadows weren’t just shadows, and they were creeping toward the RV.
The engine grumbled, floor bucking under my feet as Isobel drove toward the nearest exit.
A group of men appeared in the street. They were all narrow-shouldered and wearing studded leather jackets. They didn’t walk. They sauntered, slouched, almost slithered, until they stood in the middle of the road in front of us.
Just a glance at the three of them filled my head with dirty mental images of lips and tongue and fingers. I wasn’t gay or anything; everyone with a pulse would get desperately horny around these guys, and I wasn’t any exception. Most humans were useless against a demon’s thrall.
They were incubi. The whole reason I avoided the north side of Helltown.
Monique must have told them that she’d run into me.
“Run them over,” I said.
“What?”
“You heard me!”
Isobel slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop on the gravel. Her bumper stopped inches from their legs. The trio of incubi didn’t even twitch.
“Are you crazy, Izzy? Don’t fucking stop!”
She twisted the wheel, tried to move forward. One of the incubi stepped in front of the RV. Pressed his pale hand against the windshield.
His thrall rolled through me.
Incubi are demons that look like humans in all the ways that count. They’ve got faces like ours. Two arms, two legs, all the normal parts. But they don’t come from Earth. They come from somewhere much hotter and darker. And they don’t survive by eating food like normal people do.
They feed on sex. And they can make anyone desire them using their powers of thrall.
That probably sounds like a useless power, as far as demon talents go, but have you ever tried killing someone that you desperately want to fuck? Let me tell you—it’s a hell of a defense.
And these guys didn’t just want sex.
They wanted me dead.
Even knowing that they were out to kill us, dirty thoughts flashed through my mind. It built quickly as the incubus shoved all his demon energies at us. Naked bodies, big, long dicks, dripping pussies.
It wasn’t the first time I’d faced an incubus. I knew how to break free.
We needed distance.
“Isobel, go!” I said.
But her eyes were glazed over, breath quickening. Her hands dropped from the steering wheel into her lap.
One of the other incubi was approaching our door.
I wanted to rip off my clothes and let him enter. Who cared if he wanted to kill us? It would be sweet, orgasmic death. I wanted to let him have me. I wanted to let him have Isobel. I wanted…
Distance.
He opened the door. I slammed it shut and locked it. Through the window, I got a great look at his jacket. I wasn’t surprised to notice that it was being held shut by silver needles. That was a mark of the local incubus mafia—the gang that ruled Los Angeles and, not coincidentally, loathed my guts.
“You can’t fucking have us,” I said. It was hard to speak. I wasn’t actually sure that the words made it out of my mouth. The thrall was turning me stupid.
Lord, I wanted him. He wasn’t even attractive. Way too square. Way too male. But his black eyes smoldered and it took all my strength to turn away. If I kept staring, I was going to open the door for him—and I didn’t want him and his silver needles to be able to reach me.
Isobel still wasn’t moving. She was rubbing between her thighs, groaning softly.
At another time, that would have been a fun distraction. But not now. “Sorry, baby,” I muttered, shoving her out of the chair. She didn’t even fight me as she spilled to the floor.
The other incubi were approaching the windshield now. In about five seconds, I was going to be surrounded by so many demons that I’d be helpless to the desire, just like Isobel.
So I didn’t give them five seconds.
I slammed my foot on the gas.
The RV didn’t have much juice behind it, especially in Helltown, but it lurched forward. I knocked into two of the incubi, who hadn’t backed up fast enough. One of them fell under my wheels. The bump was way too satisfying.
The guy at the door ran along our side, slamming his hands into the door. I couldn’t hear what he was shouting over the engine noises.
Every fiber of my being wanted to stop the RV—every fiber except that narrow sliver of self-preservation that was screaming. Stopping would mean death. So I kept my foot flat on the pedal.
The last incubus fell away. He couldn’t keep up.
I swung the wheel around, turning a tight corner. The iron arch leading back to civilization appeared at the end of the street.
We passed through the barrier. My heart contracted and my sinuses itched.
The instant that we were out of Helltown’s wards, Domingo’s cell phone rang.
I didn’t answer it. I drove faster.
The more distance I put between Helltown and me, the faster the thrall faded. It took three blocks before I could think of anything but turning back and letting our attackers have their way with me.
I dared a look over my shoulder at Isobel as I careened down the streets. “Izzy? You okay?”
She was pulling her shorts up and buttoning them, cheeks flushed bright red. “I’m fine. I think.” She sat in the passenger’s seat, twisted around to watch Helltown disappear through the back window.
“Are we being followed?”
“I don’t see anyone,” she said. She let her head drop into her hands. “I’m so sorry about that, Cèsar. That was my fault. I never should have gone back to vedae som matis duvak—they were probably watching for my RV.”
“Wait, what? Why would the incubi be after you? I thought they were after me.”
She frowned. “Huh?”
Interesting. It seemed we had a mutual enemy. “Not a friend of the Silver Needles?”
Isobel stuffed her breasts back into her corset.
“No,” she said flatly.
Domingo’s phone rang again, interrupting us. This time, I answered it. “Domingo here.”
It was Suzy. “You still in LA, Cèsar?”
I had never been happier to hear her voice before. I didn’t bother asking how she knew that I had my brother’s cell phone. Suzy knew everything. “I thought you were done with me.”
“I’ve come to terms with the fact that you’re not leaving town until you’ve got your answers. So you want to talk to Erin Karwell or not?”
“You found her.”
“I’m breaking about fifty laws that most Americans don’t even know exist to tell you this. I could lose my job. I could be imprisoned. I could be killed. I hope you’re grateful.”
“Oh, I’m grateful. I could just about kiss you,” I said.
Isobel gave me a side eye. I ignored her and kept driving.
“Don’t go all sappy on me.” But Suzy’s voice had softened. “Her body wasn’t taken to the usual morgue. She was sent to Bittman Labs, out in Torrance.”
Torrance? That wasn’t anywhere near the scene of the crime. But I knew where it was, so I got into the turn lane. “I owe you, Suze.”
“Hell yeah, you do.” A pause, and then, “Do you still have the necrocog?”
“She’s with me right now.”
Isobel gave me another look, this one more warning. The same kind of look Aunt Raina used to give me before beating sense into my ass with a chancla.
“I guess that’s good,” Suzy said. “I’m going to meet you at Bittman Labs. I’m on my way now.”
“Don’t. You’ve gotten yourself in enough danger.”
“Did it sound like I was asking for your opinion? I’ll meet you around back in, what, half an hour? Maybe forty-five. Don’t go in without me.”
Suzy hung up the phone.
“Who was that?” Isobel asked, a hard edge to her voice.
“Suzume Takeuchi. Suzy. The woman we visited.”
“Your coworker at the Office of Preternatural Affairs? The place that’s sending guys out to execute us?”
“That has nothing to do with Suzy.”
“Are you so sure about that?” When I stopped at the intersection, Isobel grabbed my arm, forcing me to look at her. “If someone in the OPA is out to get you, how do you know that you can trust anyone that works there?”
Eduardo and Joey were friends of Suzy’s. But I shook off the thought as soon as it crept over me. A lot of crazy shit had happened the last few days, but if I could trust anything, it was my taste in friends. “You don’t know Suzy,” I said. Isobel made a noncommittal sound in the back of her throat. That sound was enough to take me from offended to pissed in two seconds flat. “How do I know I can trust you? You’re the one fucking around with demons in Helltown.”
“I’m the one the incubi in Helltown want dead,” she said dryly.
I winced. “Good point. The enemy of my enemy, or…whatever.”
“She’s been in Helltown,” Isobel said.
“What? Who?”
“Your Suzy. I asked around. Does she usually wear business suits and throw money at all her contacts? She was in Helltown this morning. Yesterday, too.”
That was news to me. But it didn’t mean anything. Suzy had multiple cases, just like I usually did. She could have been chasing down anyone. “We can trust Suzy.”
A smile flickered over Isobel’s lips. “I hope so, because you’re staking both of our lives on it.”
The light turned green. We got on the freeway and headed for Torrance.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
There was only one car in the parking lot when we got to Bittman Labs, and it wasn’t Suzy’s. Isobel passed the building at a crawl, leaning forward to squint out the windshield. “Is that hers?” she asked.
“No, Suzy said she’d be around back.”
Isobel hesitated, knuckles white on the steering wheel. “Last chance to escape with our lives.”
“I won’t have a life if we leave,” I said.
She parked the RV behind the morgue.
Suzy was already waiting for us on foot. No car in sight. She gave me a look through the windshield that could have curdled milk—or maybe that look was for the giant teal beast that came groaning around the corner.
I jumped out.
“Hey, Scooby,” Suzy said by way of greeting. “Nice Mystery Machine. Why is your bumper bloody?”
It was Isobel who responded from behind me. “It’s incubus blood. Don’t worry about it.” She clambered out of the RV, pulling a t-shirt over the corset that had more holes than cloth in it. The Cabo Wabo logo was stretched over her ample breasts.
Suzy’s expression changed completely as she looked Isobel up and down, hand resting almost casually on her hip where she usually wore a holster. No gun tonight. Probably for the best. The two of them together were a real Odd Couple, all right—Suzy buttoned up tight in a suit and tie, Isobel fast and loose.
“Agent Takeuchi,” Suzy said, extending her hand. “We haven’t officially met yet.” It was hard to tell what she was thinking, but the vein that had appeared in her forehead made me think it wasn’t real good.
After a beat, Isobel shook her hand. “I’m Isobel Stonecrow.” Was that a moment of hesitation before she said her name? Man, I wanted to run her face through our databases. See what other pseudonyms she might have.
“Why is there incubus blood on your RV?”
Suzy didn’t know about my history with the Silver Needles, and I didn’t want to have to explain why incubi might be attacking me. When Isobel opened her mouth to reply, I interrupted her. “We can talk later. We’re in kind of a rush with Erin now, aren’t we?” I asked.
“I guess so,” Suzy said. “Where are your supplies for the spell, Stonecrow?”
Isobel glanced at me.
I answered for her. “She doesn’t need them.”
“But the ritual sites we’ve found…”
“Fake,” I said.
“Interesting.” I’d seen Suzy in a lot of weird moods before, but not this one. She was usually brash. Aggressive. But this chilly thing, this was new. She jerked a thumb toward the back door. “I called ahead. Rob left it unlocked. Just gotta go in.”
She turned and headed inside.
Isobel hung back, hesitating to follow.
“Problem?” I asked.
“This is going to sound like the obvious statement of the day, but there are a lot of dead bodies in there.”
And she could probably hear every last one of them. I wouldn’t be eager to go inside either. “Could you call up Erin from out here?”
“I need to be closer than that.”
But she didn’t look like she was in a hurry to make that happen.
Suzy opened the back door, propping it against her foot so that it stayed open. “Coming?”
“I’m coming,” Isobel said, but she still didn’t move.
“I don’t like morgues,” I said. “You got my back on this?” I reached out for her, offering a hand. She stared at me for a long time before taking it.
“Sure,” she said, leaning against my side. We fit together pretty well. “I’ve got your back.”
I’d like to say that was just a smooth line to get her inside, but not so much. Never been a fan of morgues. Bodies give me the heebie jeebies.
Suzy held the door until we passed through. Then she closed it, punched a few numbers in the keypad by the handle, reactivated the alarm sensors by pressing a red button.
We were in a sterile hallway. The night crew wasn’t in this part of the building, so only the emergency signs over the doors gave us any light.
Suzy clicked on a penlight and traced it along the wall. “Rob said he’d leave me alone to check the bodies, but I didn’t tell him that I’d have company. Be quiet.”
“What excuse did you give him for wanting a little one-on-one time with cadavers?” I asked in a whisper.
“I didn’t give him an excuse. I gave him money.” Suzy led us down an adjacent hall. Isobel had pulled back from me, hugging her arms around herself, walking slowly. She was shivering in her shorts and tee.
Shucking my jacket, I dropped it over her shoulders. I had long sleeves underneath. It didn’t make a difference to me. But she looked startled and kind of pleased. “Thanks,” she said, pulling the lapels closed over her chest.
“I looked up Peter’s case file,” Suzy said, walking backward so that she could address me directly. She talked like Isobel wasn’t with us. “Our last necrocog.”
“I remember Peter.”
“They scanned his personal notes and put them in the database. Good reading. Did you know the dead can’t lie?”
“Of course they can’t,” Isobel said, picking up her pace to walk alongside me. “Souls move on after the bodies are gone. All that they leave is residue. An imprint. Memories don’t have the motivation to lie. The testimony of the dead is inviolable.”
Suzy nodded. “If the victim’s body is still here, and if Stonecrow can talk to her, you’ll have your answer.” She stopped in front of the door to the refrigerator and gave me a hard look. “You sure you want that? It’s not too late for you to hop a bus to Mexico.”
I answered by pushing the door open.
It was even colder inside. One wall was nothing but silver drawers. There was a steel table in the middle, some jars and cabinets to the wall on the right. Chills rolled down my spine at the sight of them.
Suzy grabbed a clipboard off the wall. “Karwell, Karwell…” she muttered, tracing her flashlight down the page.
While she searched for Erin’s name, Isobel moved to stand in front of the drawers. She’d been reluctant to enter the building, but she didn’t look reluctant now. She looked…drunk. Intoxicated. Her eyes were lidded and she was breathing heavy.
“Isobel?”
She didn’t respond to me. She lifted her hands in front of her like she was trying to push curtains apart.
That glazed look was starting to freak me out. Way creepier than tribal drums and raccoon bones and shit.
Suzy hung the clipboard up on the wall again and faced me. Her features were pinched. Bad sign. “Erin Karwell is here.”
“Where?”
She didn’t move toward the drawers. She went to the cabinets on the opposite wall, grabbed keys hanging from a hook, and unlocked them. There were several white boxes inside, each a bit smaller than a banker’s box. Isobel recoiled at the sight of them.
Suzy grabbed one. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take a few steps back when she carried it over and set it on the steel table.
She lifted the top. There was a bag of gray dust inside.
Cremains.
“Erin Karwell,” she said.
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
I’d flirted with Erin for months, so you’d think that I would know more about her. Or at least be able to put together a memory of her face and hold it clear in my mind, as crisp as the grayscale photograph in my pocket. Like, what color were her eyes? Were her ears pierced? Did she wear jewelry?
I couldn’t remember any of that without checking the picture Domingo had printed up. I couldn’t remember Erin’s smile or laugh or even her black eye all that well. Months of heavy tipping and one trip sneaking into the kitchen to find her name, and I couldn’t even tell you how long her hair had been when she wasn’t wearing a ponytail.
But I remembered what her body looked like in my bathtub. I remembered her cracked fingernail and the hole between her breasts. I remembered the bruised shape of a hand imprinted on her unbreathing throat.
Now even that was gone.
Erin Karwell had been cremated. Body vaporized.
“Shit,” I said. “I’m fucked.” Probably an understatement.
Suzy seemed to deflate. It didn’t look like disappointment, but relief. “Guess that’s it,” she said, moving to put the lid back onto the box.
Isobel stopped her by reaching in to grab the plastic bag. “I can try. I’ve never done ash before, but I’ve worked with some rotted bodies. It can’t be that different.”
“A lot of cremains are just bone and whatever the victim was burned inside,” Suzy said, her voice hard-edged as she tried to pull the box out of Isobel’s reach. “There’s probably barely any of the body left.”
Isobel dragged the bag toward her anyway. “We can at least attempt it.”
They were playing tug of war with the box. I settled it by grabbing Erin’s cremains and placing them in front of Isobel. She pulled the rubber band off, folded down the edges of the bag.
“Cèsar,” Suzy said warningly.
“The worst thing that can happen is nothing,” I said. “Stop worrying so much.”
“It can be so much worse than that,” she whispered. I ignored her.
Isobel had her hands stretched out over the cremains and her eyes had gone blank. She stared at the wall without seeming to see it. “Erin Karwell? Erin…come on…” Her cheeks flushed. The muscles in her hands strained.
I felt her voice all the way down in my stomach.
Erin Karwell…
Magic built around us, pressing tight inside my chest as silvery mist lifted from the cremains. I smothered my nose and mouth with a hand, fighting not to sneeze at the force of magic.
Erin didn’t appear as quickly as the man in the temple had. I glimpsed ghostly legs, but they faded to nothing within moments. Then I glimpsed a sliver of face. Eyes without irises. A bald scalp.
The body formed slowly, painstakingly, blurred around the edges.
There she was. Erin.
Suzy stepped back, reflexively reaching for the pistol she wasn’t carrying again.
Erin looked down at herself, running ghostly hands over her breasts. They looked smaller than I thought I remembered. Maybe she’d had implants and plastic surgery hadn’t translated to her ghost. The hair wasn’t there either, just like it hadn’t been on the man Isobel had raised. She looked bald.
The ghost flickered. Her legs had never fully formed. When I stepped to the left, I could see that she didn’t have a back either, more like a flat picture than an entire body.
Guess cremains were enough to summon her soul, but only barely.
Her mouth moved. Isobel spoke for her.
“What’s going on?” she asked softly.
It was quiet in the morgue. Dead quiet. No pun intended. Isobel was whispering, but I didn’t have to strain my ears to hear her at all.
“Erin?” I said.
Isobel grimaced, pressed a hand to her forehead. The ghost vanished for a full second before reappearing. “Where am I?” Erin asked through Isobel. “What happened?”
“My name is Agent Takeuchi. I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.” Suzy sounded hoarse, kind of freaked out, but I still almost laughed at her introducing herself as a member of the FBI. Like a dead woman was really going to ruin our cover. “I need to ask you a few questions. Can you hear me?”
Erin nodded. Her gaze drifted over the room, but just like Isobel, she didn’t seem to see any of it.
“What’s the last thing you remember, Miss Karwell?” Suzy asked.
Isobel spoke. “I went to work. I was running late.” She flinched, mouth twisting and brow furrowing. “I went to work. I was running late. I’ve been running late a lot, so Thandy chewed me out.” She groaned and bent over at the waist as if someone had struck her. At the same time, Erin faded out of view then faded back. “I went to work,” Isobel whimpered. “I was running late.”
Damn. Erin was barely there. I wanted to grab Isobel, shake her free of the connection, but stood frozen at the end of the table. I needed to hear this. I needed to get past Thandy to what happened after that.
The door opened. An out-of-breath morgue tech rushed in, and stopped short at the sight of the ghost. “Praise Allah,” he breathed.
“Rob,” Suzy said, stepping toward him, trying to block his view. It was too late. He’d already seen her. “Get out of here. I told you to leave us alone. I fucking paid you.”
His mouth worked soundlessly. “It’s—the—what is that?”
“Rob. What are you doing here?”
“The cops,” he said. Erin was reflected in his wide eyes. “The cops are here. I know the alarms are disabled, and I didn’t call them, so someone must have…tipped them off…” He tried to move toward Erin’s blurry ghost. “Is that a ghost?”
Suzy swore in a language that wasn’t English. “I’ll take care of this,” she told me, seizing Rob’s arm, dragging him into the hallway. She left the door open. I could watch their shadows slide over the wall as she hauled ass toward the reception desk. Voices I didn’t recognize echoed back toward me.
We were out of time.
“Keep Erin here,” I urged Isobel. “Just a few more seconds.”
The sound of my voice finally drew Erin’s attention to me. Her ghost solidified and brightened. Her blank eyes penetrated me.
“Cèsar?” she asked through Isobel’s mouth.
“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, baby. It’s me. I’m here. You gotta tell me who killed you. I need
to know what happened.”
Her glowing, delicate hands flew to her throat. Erin’s white eyes widened and her mouth opened.
Isobel began to scream.
Shit.
I grabbed her wrists, shoved her away from Erin’s ashes. Didn’t help. Isobel was trapped. All tangled up in Erin’s spirit.
And there was no fucking way that the cops wouldn’t hear it.
Footsteps beat in the hallway. I heard Suzy shout.
I shook Isobel hard. “Let go! We have to run!”
“You killed me!” she shrieked, beating at my chest, trying to wrench free. “You killed me!”
What she was saying sunk in. The room spun around me. Erin’s horrified mirage clutched at her heart where the bullet wound had been, screaming through Isobel’s lips as she stared at me, fraying around the edges. The ghost vanished with terror in her eyes, and Isobel kept screaming.
Terror pounded through me. The cops were still fighting with Suzy in the hall and getting closer. We needed to be gone. Now.
I lifted Isobel off of her feet, slammed her back into the wall.
“Izzy!”
Her scream cut off, mouth still open, eyes blank.
Slowly, she focused on me.
“Nobody calls me Izzy,” she whispered. She reached up to touch my face. Her fingers brushed along my jaw, up my cheekbones, to my brow, like she was identifying my features with her hands. “Oh my God, Cèsar. Oh my God.”
She didn’t have to tell me what she had learned from her connection to Erin. I already knew what she was going to say.
I had killed Erin Karwell.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Somehow, we escaped. Don’t even fucking ask how, because I don’t know.
Everything went from screaming to running in about two seconds flat. There had been gunshots. Suzy had been yelling, flashing her badge. Men had shoved guns in my face and grabbed my sleeves. I had punched someone. Maybe a couple someones.
Then Isobel and I had been running. We’d gotten into her RV. And then we were driving.
After that, all I knew was that we ended up outside Los Angeles. It was night outside the windows. Desert stretched to the hills. We weren’t on a road anymore. We were far from the LAPD, far from the OPA, far from Suzy at the morgue.
But there was no running from what I had learned.
I sat on Isobel’s creaky futon and stared at my hands. They looked bigger than usual. I wondered if the shape of them matched the dark imprints on Erin’s throat before her body had been reduced to nothing but ash. I hadn’t checked. I’d been too busy freaking out. I hadn’t believed it could have been me anyway.
I still couldn’t believe it.
“Erin.” Her name was a prayer on my lips. An apology.
I wasn’t that guy. I wasn’t someone who got drunk enough to black out. I wasn’t capable of getting drunk enough to shoot a woman.
And yet, somehow, I was.
Like Suzy had said, the dead couldn’t lie.
You killed me, she’d said. You killed me. God, those screams. They’d carved my heart right out of my chest and left me hollow on the inside.
Isobel stood a few feet in front of me. Just out of arm’s reach. She was staring at me as if seeing my face for the first time. She wasn’t driving, so that meant that the RV had stopped at some point. I wasn’t sure when.
“Did you lie to me?” she asked.
I didn’t understand the question. “What?”
“You told me that you didn’t kill Erin. Were you lying to me?”
She had heard what Erin had said, hadn’t she? She knew what I had done. I could see it in her face. “I didn’t know,” I said slowly. “I didn’t think that I would have ever done…that. I wasn’t lying to you. I believed that to be true.”
“I don’t think I want you in my RV.”
I couldn’t blame her for that. I stood.
She pushed me back onto the futon.
“I didn’t tell you to leave,” she said. I stared up at her blearily, trying to understand. “We’re miles out of town. There’s nowhere for you to go anyway. So don’t even think about bailing on me.”
That was a lot of sympathy for a murderer.
I leaned back against the wall, stared up at the ceiling. “I should have turned myself in to the OPA.”
She sat next to me. The mattress sagged under our combined weight. She touched my leg and I pulled away.
Erin wasn’t going to smile again, never serve drinks again, and I’d ended that. It was me.
“I should really go,” I said. I could barely hear my own voice over the roar of shock in my ears. High blood pressure, probably. My adrenaline was still insane. I felt cold all over.
“Go where?”
“Just…go.” To the desert. Find that ditch where we’d abandoned Joey and Eduardo. Climb in, pull the dirt over me, never climb out again. It would still be better than I deserved.
Isobel slid her arm around my back. “You’re not going anywhere like this, Cèsar.”
How could she touch me, knowing what we knew now?
“I killed her,” I said.
A shadow flashed through Isobel’s eyes. She brushed the hair off of my forehead. “She didn’t come back right. The cremains were harder to work with than I thought. She didn’t really know what she was saying.” She looked thoughtful. “I really thought that it should have worked with her remnants like that. I’m not sure why it didn’t. If it wasn’t so dangerous to go back to Helltown, I’d ask Ann what she thinks, but…”
But the incubi there were watching for us now.
Maybe I should have let the Silver Needles have me.
“I’m not a real witch,” Isobel said. She was changing the subject to something easier to stomach than murder. Fine.
Dully, I said, “I just watched you raise Erin.”
“Yeah, but that’s all I can do. I told you that I didn’t enchant my RV’s engine—that was something my friend did for me as a favor because I can’t. I’ve never cast a spell in here because I don’t have whatever it takes. I can’t do wards. I can’t even light a candle.”
“The blister powder,” I said.
“Another present from my friend.”
“The cure?”
“Those are just herbs that counter the effects. It’s not magic.” Isobel shrugged. “I am a fraud—just not the way you thought. I have to fake my rituals because I can’t cast spells for anything.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“I’m coming clean with you,” she said gently. “As clean as I get with anyone. I want you to know…I trust you. No matter what happened with Erin, I trust that you’re a good guy.”
“Don’t,” I said.
Isobel touched my wrist. “I’ve met a lot of bad people before, Cèsar. I’ve known career criminals. Not people who hurt by accident, but people who hurt by design, and those who enjoy it. You’re not one of those people.”
But I was. I had killed Erin.
Lord, the fear in her eyes when she looked at me…
“You’re right. You killed Erin Karwell. But that doesn’t make you a bad man,” Isobel said. “I know you’re not with the Needles. And come on, you were more worried about the safety of a teenager hiding out at the Temple of the Hand of Death than you were about being held captive. That’s not something bad men worry about. I’ve seen the goodness in you.”
“That another one of your witch powers?”
She smiled faintly. “I don’t need magic to know goodness when I see it, Cèsar.”
“You shouldn’t even be sitting next to me.”
She rubbed her thumb over my knuckles. “You won’t hurt me.”
I wanted to believe that was true. I wanted it to be true so badly that it hurt deep down on the inside. “I always thought that…” It was too hard to get the words out. It felt like I was choking on Erin’s name, like she had become permanently lodged in my chest. “You know why those incubi wanted me dead?” Dumb question. Of course she didn’t. But she was polite enough to shake her head. “It was because I saved my sister, Ofelia. That’s what made me an OPA agent, too. Saving Ofelia.” Like that could change what I’d done to Erin.
“What happened to her?” Isobel asked.
It was a question I’d gotten a few times before, from a few different people. I’d never answered it before. It wasn’t anyone’s business.
But fate, destiny, whatever, had entrusted Isobel with the testimony of the dead. She had followed me into a morgue to try to clear my name. She hadn’t run when she’d learned the truth.
If I could trust anyone, it was Isobel.
So I told her.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Sounds cliché to say it, but it was a dark and stormy night. The kind of night where the wind blows the trees sideways and tosses the ocean against the beach like it’s got a vendetta against the sand. It was Hurricane Raquel, a should-have-been-impossible tempest ravaging California.
All the sane people were hiding indoors. But my sister had still been out there somewhere. Nobody had seen her for days. Her last text message had been to Domingo, asking him to pick her up at the CVS a few blocks from her house, but she hadn’t been there when he’d arrived.
It wasn’t all that weird. Ofelia was a hurricane all her own. She had a habit of flaking out and disappearing with friends for days only to return later in a whole new outfit with her head shaved, a new tattoo, and dark rings under her eyes. That was normal for Ofelia.
But this wasn’t normal. She’d been running with new friends. Instead of coming back from outings with tattoos, she was coming back with caked-on makeup that almost entirely concealed bruises. And now the hurricane had moved in and she hadn’t talked to anyone, not even Pops.
So I’d tracked her. Hacked into her Find My Phone account and zeroed in on the GPS. I wasn’t working for the OPA then—I was a private dick, paying my rent by catching vanishing parolees and taking photos of cheating spouses. I didn’t have access to any of the databases that I would later on. Searching for her phone was as fancy as I could get.
It was good enough. In a few minutes, I had an answer.
Ofelia’s phone had been dropped outside the gates to Helltown.
At the time, I didn’t know what it was. The neighborhood just looked like a piece of shit to me. One big gray blight on the face of Los Angeles. It didn’t occur to me that the cars and houses were just illusions.
I looked around for her phone and couldn’t find it on the street.
When I turned around, I saw people appear out of that empty road. They shimmered when they crossed the invisible barrier. It was a group of three slender men with long black hair, all wearing leather, all pale-skinned and perfect. And they’d come out of fucking nowhere.
I ducked into an alley, heart jackhammering, and watched.
The men melted halfway into the shadows while they talked. They didn’t look human because they weren’t. Abuelita had taught me to cast magic, but this? This was new. It was the first I’d seen of this world, a place filled with demons and haunts and things that bumped in the night.
One of them was holding something.
Ofelia’s phone.
I thought about attacking them right there. Oh man, did I want to attack. They had seen my sister. They knew where to find her. But I understood instinctively that they weren’t human and that throwing a few punches wouldn’t do shit to stop them.
Before I figured out what to do, they climbed into an Audi parked on the corner and drove off.
I wouldn’t figure out what I had seen for days, not until I was working for the OPA and Fritz Friederling debriefed me. But I can tell you now that they were incubi. They’d been coming out of Helltown.
At the time, all I knew was this: They had Ofelia’s phone.
So I got in my car and followed them.
They went to a beach house in this insane hurricane. It was built up on stilts. All the sand had been washed out from under it, but the house stood strong in the storm.
One of the incubi got out of the car. Went into the house. Then the car left.
I had to climb up and break a window to follow him inside. Looked like a normal vacation home. Any kind of place you would have found on a B&B website, pretty much. Generic furniture, generic wallpaper. Non-smoking signs.
But there was a glass bowl in the kitchen. That bowl was filled with needles as long as my fingers and sharper than knives.
I hadn’t known it at the time, but that was the calling card of the Silver Needles—the incubus mafia.
The man I’d followed was in the bathroom washing up. He was shirtless, covered in tattoos from his waist to his neck. There was an eagle inked on his spine. Its wings wrapped around his throat, touched his chin. Ofelia’s phone was on the sink next to him.
I slipped past him. Headed up into the attic. Not sure how I knew I’d find her there, but I did.
Ofelia was hogtied in the corner. There was a ball gag in her mouth. There was so much blood on her face and neck that I barely even recognized her.
She tried to speak around the gag and couldn’t. I peeled it out of her mouth. “Ofelia?”
My baby sister said, “Cèsar,” and then she began to sob.
When I untied her, I realized she was fully dressed. No torn clothes. Same outfit she’d disappeared in. All the wounds were on her face and neck and hands. They hadn’t touched her anywhere else. But her cheeks, her lips, her eyelids—they were riddled with tiny punctures.
The demons had used that bowl of needles on her.
She told me what had happened as I untied her. Turned out that the Silver Needles, despite being sex demons, didn’t rape their victims. They were the sickest kind of sadists—the kind that got off on psychological pain as much as the physical kind. They enjoyed the process of forcing people to give themselves up, so they didn’t use thrall to coerce their captives. They liked the victims to beg for sex.
The Needles gave their captives two choices: get tortured, or consent to being fucked to death. “Willing” demon food.
Ofelia had picked torture.
So they’d tortured her. Lord, had they tortured her. But Ofelia had held out.
She’d been at the mercy of the Needles for a week. An entire fucking week. They’d ripped her so full of holes that she was faint from blood loss, and she hadn’t given in.
I thought about the incubus washing up in the bathroom, the bowl of needles in the kitchen.
I thought about killing him.
But Ofelia was too weak to walk. I tossed her over my shoulder and climbed out of the attic like that.
I took her straight to the hospital. I stuck by her side the whole time that the nurses were bandaging her wounded body, and when the cops showed up to question her. She refused to file a police report. She told me that it’d just get the cops killed if they went after her attacker—he wasn’t human; they couldn’t hurt him.
So once she fell asleep, I went back to get the fucker that had taken her myself.
He was still at the beach house. I found him talking on Ofelia’s cell phone under the pier. He looked agitated. Fearful. He was telling someone on the other end that he’d lost her and that the Needles were going to kill him for it. His eagle tattoo jutted over his collar, so I could tell that it was the same guy, and the sight of him made my vision go red.
I interrupted his call by smashing his head into the rocks.
Saying what I did to him wouldn’t make me sound good. I’m not a violent guy, you know. When I arrested witches on the OPA’s most wanted list, I’d rather sneak up on them than risk a direct confrontation. But this guy, I just about knocked his fucking head off.
He never saw me coming.
That was how I discovered that incubi have a weakness—a big one. When they bleed, they bleed hard. His skull cracked when I dropped him. He poured blood all over the sand. And I realized that I might have gotten what I’d been fantasizing about, but didn’t really want—I might have actually killed the guy.
I used Ofelia’s phone to call for an ambulance. Fucking stupid, right? An ambulance for the demon from Hell.
I didn’t get EMTs. I got black SUVs.
The guy who came out on the beach to greet me had blond hair and a nice suit and a look of surprise. He asked me if I’d tracked and taken down the incubus on my own. I told him yes. And I apologized. I felt like shit for what I’d done to the incubus. I wanted him to face justice, not die.
Apparently, that was the right thing to say. The blond man smiled at me. He told me that his name was Fritz Friederling, and he didn’t arrest me.
He asked me if I wanted a job.
 

 
“So did he die?”
I looked at Isobel for the first time. I’d been staring at her beaded curtains the whole time I talked. Didn’t want to have to see what she thought of me. But now I saw, and she was watching me with sympathy in her eyes.
“Fritz said that he was locked up in a Union detention facility,” I said. “So, yes, he survived.”
“And Ofelia?”
“She healed. Just about disowned me for going after the incubus on my own, but she’s fine. Back to her usual shit. Getting into trouble.” I couldn’t help but smile to think of her. She was getting in trouble in Mexico now, somewhere with warm beaches and no incubus mafia.
“Sounds like you did all the right things,” Isobel said.
It was the first time I’d told anyone the whole story since starting to work for the Office of Preternatural Affairs. And she didn’t think I was stupid or a violent animal. My heart unclenched a little.
“Fritz probably saved my life from retaliation by the Needles,” I said. “The job’s good. I love my job. And I’ve ruined all of it.” I gave her a sideways look. “Why did you think the incubi were out to kill you?”
She looked surprised by the question. “Oh. It’s just…Helltown drama, I guess. North side versus south side. Death’s Hand doesn’t like incubi and vice versa. They’re always after the priestesses.”
“I don’t think you should go back there.”
Isobel stroked her fingernails through my hair. “I can take care of myself.”
I was too exhausted to argue. I dropped my head into my hands again. “I wasn’t lying to you when I told you I didn’t kill Erin. I didn’t know—I never thought I could have—”
She kissed me.
My first reaction was all animal—the little brain, not the big brain. She climbed into my lap and all I could think about was how incredible she felt, the way she tasted, the smell of her hair. She pushed me so that my back bumped the wall and she kissed hard.
I liked it. A lot.
But big brain won out. I grabbed her by the arms instead of the parts I really wanted to grab. I pushed her back.
She looked surprised and confused. “What?”
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Isobel skimmed her fingernail down my cheek, like she was tracing the path of a tear. I tried not to look down her shirt. It was hard. I had a great view from that angle. “I’ve been thinking about kissing you ever since you saved me in the desert. Actually, that’s a lie. I’ve been thinking about it ever since I washed your face off and realized you weren’t a hideous gargoyle.”
I was too confused to be offended. “But I killed Erin.”
“Oh, Cèsar,” she sighed, like I was totally clueless. She melted against my chest. Her head felt good tucked against my neck. “You need to turn yourself in. Tell Fritz everything that’s happened—everything about the Needles in Helltown, and Erin Karwell, and the Union guys. I know he’ll be able to help you.”
“Turn myself in?”
“Yes. I’ll take you to him in the morning.”
So Isobel wasn’t afraid of me, but she still thought I should be arrested. She was probably right. That was the only way that Erin Karwell was going to get the justice she deserved now.
But I couldn’t let Isobel drive me to Fritz’s house. The OPA had been looking for her. They wouldn’t just arrest me.
“You’re right,” I said. “I’ll turn myself in. And I should probably—”
Isobel put her hand over my mouth. “Shut up and hold me.”
That I could do.
I wrapped my arms around her. Lord, what I would have given to have been with a woman like Isobel a week ago. Before I hurt Erin. Before I fucked up and made an innocent life pay for it.
Isobel didn’t try to kiss me again. She rested against me, warm and comfortable and silent, giving me the trust I didn’t deserve.
Eventually, her breathing slowed. She relaxed.
I’d had energy potions, but Isobel hadn’t. She probably hadn’t slept in days. Made it easy to gently move her off of me, stretching her out on the cot. Took superhuman strength not to lie down next to her, but I didn’t. I grabbed another energy potion out of my jacket, took a quick swig.
Then I went walking.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
I had to walk for three hours before I finally spotted a cab. The closest things I had to water were the energy and strength potions I’d snagged from Domingo, so I drank them as I walked up the highway toward Los Angeles. I was jittering hard by the time I got into the checkered cab.
“Where to?” the cabbie asked me.
My hands were shaking like I’d tossed back a twelve pack of Red Bull. I raked my fingers through my hair. I was soaked with sweat.
It wasn’t just the walk or the potions. It was knowing what I had to do next.
For a second, I thought about telling him to take me back to Isobel. I thought about locking myself in the RV with her and seeing what else she’d been thinking about doing to me. I thought about asking her how she felt about spending the summer in Mexico with Ofelia, maybe heading into San Salvador to visit Abuelita’s family.
But Isobel wouldn’t take me back, so I gave him a different address.
The driver turned on the meter and got on the road.
Fritz Friederling lived in Beverly Hills. He’d told me over drinks at The Pit once that his great-grandfather had been big in mining—something about minerals—and Fritz had inherited everything when he was sixteen. He worked for the OPA because he was passionate about keeping the country safe, not because he wanted the benefits. Definitely not because he wanted an extra eighty grand a year. It was pocket change for him.
His house was wedged in between two celebrity mansions. The kind of place that buses visit on tours. The cabbie gave a skeptical look at the elaborate gate guarded by stone lions with uplifted paws and said, “This right?”
“This is right,” I said, and I gave him a sweaty wad of cash.
He was gone before I’d gotten all the way to the intercom.
I buzzed. The speaker crackled on, and I said, “It’s me, it’s Cèsar Hawke.”
The gate swung open immediately. Fritz’s front lawn was bigger than most public parks. It was early in the morning and gardeners were working on maintaining his flowerbeds. The staff didn’t even glance at me as I headed for the front door.
A man emerged from the house, half-dressed for work in charcoal gray slacks. He was a suave motherfucker with his blond hair slicked back, a tie hanging around his neck, and a watch that probably cost more than Domingo’s house. I’d always thought he looked kind of like James Bond.
“Cèsar! Thank God!” Was I imagining things, or did Fritz look relieved to see me?
I lifted my hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not here to fight. I’m turning myself in.”
“Turning yourself in?” Fritz frowned deeply. “Aren’t you going to try to defend yourself?”
“No. I’m just…turning myself in.”
“Well,” he said. “You surprise me.”
I’d surprised myself, too. “I’ve had a bad week, man.”
He obviously already knew that. He swept a hand toward the front door. “Let’s go inside. You look like you could use a drink.”
 

 
Fritz had servants. One of them brought me a snifter of brandy. Not my usual breakfast, but considering I was about to go somewhere that I’d never have a drink like this again, it seemed like a final act of generosity from my boss. Even so, I didn’t want to drink it. I never wanted to drink alcohol again. I cupped the snifter between my hands and warmed it with my body heat as Fritz hiked up the legs of his trousers and settled on the chaise across from me.
He looked like he was going to speak. I didn’t let him.
“I’ve been doing some investigating in my…time off. Trying to figure shit out. Get my head on straight. You’ve probably heard some of it from Eduardo and Joey.”
Fritz’s eyes sparked with interest. “Agents Costa and Dawes? What about them?”
“They didn’t tell you that they found me?” I asked.
“They haven’t been back to work in days.”
Well, that was interesting. “They caught me at an RV park, dragged me out to the desert, and tried to execute me.” Fritz’s jaw dropped open. I quickly added, “I left them alive. All I did was tie them up.” I didn’t mention Isobel. If the OPA didn’t know how to find her, I wasn’t going to help them.
“I believe you,” Fritz said. “I know you wouldn’t lie about that.” He raked a hand through this hair. “That’s not good, Cèsar. Costa and Dawes are with the Union, and as you know, there’s somewhat of a…veil of secrecy between our department and theirs. I’ll have to go through official channels to get authority to investigate them.”
“But you will investigate them?”
“I’ll investigate,” he said.
Relief warmed me. At least something good had come out of this. The only good thing, maybe, but at least it was something.
Fritz leaned his elbows on his knees, staring at me intently. “Now do you want to talk about what’s happened with Erin Karwell?”
I stared into the brandy. The pattern of the marble floor was distorted through the curved side. “Not really.”
“I wish you had come to me when you left the police station.”
“Would have made your job easier, huh?” I asked.
He looked surprised. “I might have been able to help you.”
“I don’t think there’s any helping me now.” It wasn’t about me anyway. Even if he could have waved his hand and made the problem disappear, it wouldn’t have fixed anything for Erin.
“You’re a good agent, Cèsar. I don’t have many good agents under me—and fewer that I can trust. I’d hate to lose you.”
Even though I’d killed a woman? “I’ve always appreciated my job,” I said cautiously. “But you didn’t send anyone to pick me up from the 77th Street station. I figured you’d written me off.”
He shrugged. “The paperwork takes time. You never would have gone to trial.”
I didn’t know what to say about that. I opened my mouth then shut it.
A man wearing a black suit and tie stepped into the doorway. He caught Fritz’s eye. My boss stood.
“Finish your drink,” he said. “I have a phone conference I can’t miss.”
What was more important than a fugitive agent showing up at his door?
As if he could read my mind, Fritz said, “There’s been new evidence in your case. They’re debriefing me on it now.” He gave me a sideways smile. “With this new development, I’m sure the meeting won’t last long.”
I didn’t see anything amusing about it. My fingers tightened on the snifter hard enough that the pads went white.
Fritz followed his security guard or assistant or whatever into the kitchen. I could see through the doorway that Fritz’s kitchen was as nice as the rest of his house. Marble countertops, big island thing, cast iron cookware hanging from the rack. There was a freaking waterfall on the back wall.
I wasn’t sure how long it would be until the Union came to take me away, but I felt antsy, like I was going to get jumped at any moment. I paced the room, set the brandy on his antique bureau, checked my reflection in the mirror. The week had aged me. I was scruffy and sunburned and dirty.
I scrubbed my jaw and stared at the face of the man who had killed Erin Karwell. That guy deserved everything he was gonna get.
My hip buzzed.
I just about jumped out of my skin at the sensation. Patted my pockets. Felt something hard on the right side.
Domingo’s cell phone. I forgot that I’d been carrying it.
I glanced up at the kitchen. Fritz was still talking with his assistant, outlined in gold by the light through the window. They weren’t watching me. They didn’t notice when I stepped into the hall and answered the cell phone.
“You have to come back, Cèsar.”
Took me a second to recognize Isobel’s voice. She sounded like she was panicking. “Wait, what? Are you okay? What’s wrong?”
“It’s Agent Takeuchi—she did it, she was there—”
“Slow down, Izzy. What about Suzy? Where was she?”
“I grabbed some of Erin Karwell’s cremains before we ran. I’m sorry, I know it’s gross. But I used it to raise her again.”
“Why would you—”
“Cèsar, you’re as dangerous as a teddy bear. I needed more information.” Isobel plowed on without waiting for me to speak. The reception was bad—her voice crackled, faded, then came back. “—was there that night. At your apartment.”
What she was trying to tell me started to sink in.
“Suzy was there?”
“She was fucking there, Cèsar,” Isobel said. She didn’t seem to have heard me. I was losing her. “Erin saw her.”
It was impossible. No way Suzy would have been hiding that from me, not without a good reason. It didn’t mean she was a killer—it didn’t mean anything.
“Wait, there’s someone—” Isobel began.
The sound crackled, fuzzed, and cut off abruptly.
The call had died.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Fritz’s front gate was closed. It was tall. And there were two black SUVs parked on the other side. The Union had arrived to arrest me, take me to a detention center, make me vanish.
They were going to be disappointed.
I veered off the path, hurtling through the gardens. “Sorry!” I shouted to a gardener as I pulverized his begonias.
There was a tree planted near the wall. It had been trimmed to keep the branches from hanging over the opposite side, but it was easy to climb from the gardens. Domingo and I had climbed a thousand trees to sneak out and party on the weekends, and my muscle memory hadn’t faded. I was over the wall in seconds.
I jumped over the side. Landed hard on my knees. Got up to run.
Hands grabbed my jacket from behind. I swung a right hook as I turned.
It was only Suzy’s lightning-fast reaction time that saved her from getting a face full of fist. She grabbed my wrist and twisted it behind my back. I felt my elbow pop.
“Suzy!”
She forced me to the ground with her grip on my arm. “Shut the fuck up, Cèsar,” she hissed under her breath. “They’re on the other side of that wall.”
Once she was sure I was quiet, she released me and leaned around the corner to look at the SUVs. Her hand rested on her hip where a holster should have been. For the first time, I wondered why she hadn’t been carrying her sidearm. I hadn’t seen her with it in days. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Looking for you.” She showed me a crystal filled with a faint turquoise glow. “Tracking spell. I used the clothes you left at my house as a focus.”
“Why? Because you want to tell me the truth about what happened the night Erin died?”
The blood drained out of her face. “Cèsar—”
“So it’s true.”
Her lips pressed into a thin frown. “Stonecrow?”
I nodded.
She pushed her hair out of her face, closed her eyes, seemed to think silently for a moment. When her eyes opened again, she looked resigned. “You were drunk off your ass, Hawke. You’d been arguing with the waitress outside. When I saw you leave with her, I followed to save you from a drunken one night stand.”
“And then?” I pressed.
“I confronted the two of you in the parking lot outside your place. I told Erin to go home and offered to pay for a cab.” She glanced at me. Then back down. Couldn’t meet my eyes. “You had your tongue halfway down her throat, but you found the oxygen to tell me to fuck off.”
“So you shot her?”
Suzy’s eyes widened. “What? No. I fucked off, like you told me to. I went home.”
“You knew what I’d done this whole time,” I said.
“Of course I did. I’m not stupid, Cèsar. Everyone knows what you did. Everyone fucking saw you leave The Pit with Erin Karwell.”
“If you were so intent on hiding the truth from me, then why did you take Isobel and me to the morgue?”
“I didn’t think Stonecrow would actually be able to talk to the dead. I read her files. I was convinced she was bullshitting you, bullshitting everyone, and that she’d just make something up that made you happy. I didn’t think she’d tell you that you actually…” She stopped talking. Shut her mouth.
My head was swimming. I felt sick.
I didn’t realize I’d sunk into a crouch until her hand dropped onto my shoulder.
“They’re going to arrest you, Cèsar, and who knows what comes after that? We need to get out of here.”
This time, when she grabbed me, I let her. She ran toward the street behind the house. I followed her.
A black SUV stopped at the end of the alley.
She skidded to a stop. Planted both hands in my chest, pushed me the other way.
But when I turned, there was a black SUV there, too. We’d been caught on both sides. Now men were jumping out wearing tactical gear, shouting for us to freeze, drop our guns, put our hands in the air. Suzy was swearing again.
“I’ll talk us out of this,” she said.
I lifted my hands to my shoulders. My heart wasn’t even beating fast now. I wasn’t scared of facing what was to come—what I deserved to deal with.
The men stepped into the alley and circled us. Six of them, all carrying M16s and wearing ballistic helmets. Their flak jackets had bold white letters on the chest: “UKA.” It was a full unit of Union kopides—and they weren’t messing around.
But when Suzy stepped away from me, saying, “He’s not a threat,” the guns aimed at her.
Not me. Suzy.
“Cèsar!” It was Fritz. He stood just outside the ring of armed men. His shirt was buttoned with a perfect double Windsor at his throat. “Approach me slowly,” he said, holding out a hand.
He was talking to me.
I blinked at him. “What?”
“Suzume Takeuchi, you’re under arrest for the murder of Erin Karwell,” said one of the Union men.
“This was the subject of the conference call, Cèsar. They identified the partial fingerprints on the Glock we found in your apartment,” Fritz said, voice shockingly level. “The gun belongs to Agent Takeuchi.”
“Suzy?” I asked.
Suzy was shaking her head, her expression slowly melting into horror. “It was stolen from my house. My broken windows—they took the Glock—”
A man whipped the butt of his M16 into the back of her head. She cried out, but stayed on her feet and tried to escape. Then there were three men on her, forcing her to the ground facedown. Her arms were twisted behind her back. They cuffed her.
Fritz approached with a black bag in hand. He looked grim.
“I’m sorry, Cèsar,” he said. “I know you were close friends.”
Were—past tense. Like Suzy was already gone.
And then he pulled the bag over her head and cinched it.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Everything was a blur after that.
I was debriefed in an SUV as they took me home. Fritz rode along in back with me, fielding multiple phone calls, occasionally barking orders over a Bluetooth headset. He told me that I was totally innocent. He told me that my arrest record with the LAPD had already been wiped.
I asked him what would happen to Suzy.
He said, “She’ll be detained.”
Fritz had no offers of leniency for Suzy, no laments about what a trustworthy agent she was and how much he would miss her. Just a stony glare and a comforting pat on my back.
“I don’t think Suzy’s guilty,” I said.
How could I explain that Erin’s ghost had told me I was the murderer? The dead couldn’t lie. Suzy couldn’t be guilty. But I couldn’t say any of that without giving Isobel away, and it wouldn’t explain how Suzy’s Glock had killed the waitress.
“Take the afternoon to relax,” Fritz said, handing a security badge to the Magical Violations building to me. It had my picture on it and no other information. “I look forward to seeing you at the office tomorrow.”
We’d arrived at my apartment complex.
I stepped out. The SUVs left.
And then I was alone.
My home was totally clean now. Erin’s blood had been scrubbed out of the carpet, and the smell of cleaning fluid lingered in the air. My DVDs were intact. Someone had removed my broken appliances. All my potions and poultices were gone. Aside from that, it looked normal.
It didn’t feel like I belonged there.
And I definitely didn’t want to go anywhere near my bathroom.
Instead, I grabbed Domingo’s Charger from the parking lot near Helltown and went for a drive.
 

 
Isobel’s RV wasn’t where she had left it. All I found was a drying stain where her septic system had been drained and tire tracks.
She was gone.
I sat behind the wheel of the Charger for a good twenty minutes, thinking back on our last phone call, the way it had cut off. She’d probably been using a cheap burner phone, since a nomad without a job could hardly get a contract with a major carrier. No surprise that there’d been bad reception. The fact that she was gone probably didn’t mean she was in trouble—just that she’d moved on the way she always had. Off to find another source of income.
Not a big deal. That was her modus operandi. Always on the move. Shouldn’t take it personally.
But I did.
Hey, she’d been the one to kiss me, even when she thought I’d killed Erin. Couldn’t blame me for thinking she might be interested in seeing me again now that I was, apparently, an innocent man.
Whatever.
Fritz had told me to take the afternoon off, but I couldn’t imagine returning to my apartment. It was still early in the day, not even noon.
I turned on the Charger and drove to my first day of work since Erin Karwell’s death.
 

 
I had the security badge Fritz had given me, but when I walked up to the monolithic white building of the Magical Violations Department, I didn’t really expect it to work. It felt like everyone was staring at me as I walked through the OPA campus, accusing me of murder with their glares—or worse, of betraying Suzy.
No way they’d let me in. Not after the sins I’d committed.
But the card reader flashed green when I waved the badge over it. The door unlocked. I stepped inside, and nobody stopped me.
My desk was in cubeville on the third floor. The exterior walls were giant windows looking out over the campus. Within those windows, everything was surrounded by boring gray half walls. No privacy for the witches working in Magical Violations.
Conversations stopped and heads turned as I headed for my desk by the north windows.
I sat down at my desk to find that all of my belongings had been cleared from the surface—not just mine, but Suzy’s, too. Every last scrap of it. Her cup of pens. Her computer monitor. The pink and yellow sticky notes we had been using to leave obscene jokes for each other. The three little ceramic cats she used to keep next to the stapler.
It looked so empty.
Aniruddha stopped by, tapping a knuckle on my desk. “Hey, Hawke. You’ve probably noticed something’s missing.”
My eyes were drawn to Suzy’s chair, pushed into the corner with nobody sitting in it.
“A few things are missing, yeah,” I said.
“All of your personal effects and work computer were taken down to processing,” Aniruddha said. “Friederling has requested that everything be returned to you as soon as possible. Luckily your effects didn’t get taken to the warehouse yet, but it’s still going to take a couple hours to find everything. You’ll be back to normal by tomorrow morning.”
Normal. Right.
“Thanks, man,” I said.
He glanced at the empty chair, too. “Never would have believed it. Didn’t believe it when they said it was you, either.”
“Thanks,” I said again because I didn’t know what else to say.
“I don’t think you’ll be able to get any work done until your computer is back. You should go for a walk. Get something to eat. Go home.” He shrugged. “Up to you.”
And then Aniruddha left, checking his clipboard for the next item on his to-do list.
Maybe that wasn’t a bad idea, going for a walk. But I wasn’t hungry. I was still jazzed from all the energy potions I’d been mainlining for the last few days and my stomach had cramped into one hard knot.
I headed down to processing instead. It was the office where they tagged and organized evidence before filing it away in a warehouse for the rest of eternity.
I’d only ever seen one woman working the desk there. Ivy was older than dirt but sharper than shale. She worked in a cinder block room in the basement of the OPA office. Its high windows were barred. There were three aisles of tables with evidence waiting to be filed. Everything was tagged with slips of pink, yellow, blue, and green paper.
I’m sure it seemed organized to Ivy, but it looked like insanity to me.
She snapped her fingers when she saw me come through the door and said, “Case File 4457-A. I’m on top of it.”
“Thanks, Ivy,” I said.
Ivy went searching for my case file number, shuffling between the tables, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose, muttering to herself.
A CD on the table next to me caught my eye. It was sitting in the sunlight label-down and casting a rainbow on the wall. It was tagged with green paper.
“What’s green mean?” I asked.
Ivy didn’t even look at me. “Evidence seized by the Union.”
“It gets mixed up in here too?”
“Oh yes. That’s a good way of putting it. ‘Mixed up.’ I swear to you, if they would just take care to label things before sending them to me…” Ivy sniffed delicately. “The Union is the worst about it, too. I just had two boxes of evidence from Costa and Dawes brought to me, and it’s like they were deliberately attempting to obfuscate their evidence! It’ll take days for me to review and sort through it all. Days.”
The disc had been taken from Eduardo and Joey? While Ivy was still distracted, I flipped the disc over. It had been printed with a time and date—the day before Erin’s murder. And Ivy was right about obfuscation. Someone had blacked out the case number with marker.
I grabbed it. Tucked it into my pocket.
Ivy turned around, setting a box on the table in front of me. It had a pink label. Why did the Union get to be green when Magical Violations was freaking pink? “The personal effects taken from your apartment will take longer to return. We need to seize them from the LAPD. Everything you need to do your job should be in here, however.”
I took the box from her. I managed a smile.
“Thanks.”
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
I went home to check out the CD in privacy.
It was the first time I’d taken my work-issued laptop back to my apartment. I sat at my kitchen table as the disc drive whirred to life, nursing a tall glass of chocolate-flavored protein powder and almond milk. It wasn’t sitting well in my cramping stomach, but I needed the sustenance. Anything but another energy potion.
Before I opened the video program, I checked to make sure the Wi-Fi and Bluetooth were turned off—didn’t want the laptop reporting to the OPA that I was reviewing stolen evidence. It might have been paranoid, but whatever. I felt like I had earned some paranoia.
Then I clicked the video. I fully expected it to be surveillance of my apartment, or maybe The Pit.
But the gray picture that appeared on the screen was of Suzy’s house.
I felt a wave of shock at the sight of her familiar couches and coffee table. Cat was lying on one of her chairs, kneading a blanket in his paws. The windows were open—Suzy hadn’t been burgled yet. Clicking the fast-forward button, I watched Cat sleep at four times normal speed, his furry flank rising and falling rapidly. He got up, licked his ass, went back to sleep on a couch. Night fell outside. Cat chased a fly and then disappeared.
Motion flashed outside Suzy’s window, but the video was going too quickly for me to be able to tell what it was. I resumed normal speed. Reversed. Hit play.
A human figure crossed through the shadows outside.
I watched the next five minutes with my breath stuck in my throat. The intruder didn’t come through that window. She came in somewhere off screen and walked through the living room with her back to the camera. Fished around under the coffee table, searched Suzy’s filing cabinet.
Then the intruder turned as if she could feel the camera looking at her.
I paused the video.
Her face was square and framed with heavy brown hair. Her lips were full. I would know—I’d kissed those lips.
Isobel had broken into Suzy’s house.
As the video continued, I watched Isobel break into Suzy’s gun safe. She grabbed the Glock. It didn’t look like she was comfortable with firearms; she seemed to accidentally eject the magazine and struggled to reinsert it.
But then she turned suddenly, as if responding to a noise that the footage didn’t pick up. A man walked into the frame. He had a slender figure, long black hair, studded leather jacket—an incubus?
Isobel’s mouth moved silently. She aimed the gun.
He flashed across the screen, moving toward her with superhuman speed.
She fired. The muzzle flashed. Black blood spurted from the back of her assailant’s jacket.
And that was all of the footage.
I replayed it to make sure, searched for other files on the disc, but that was it. There had to be more after that—it just wasn’t on the CD.
I ejected the disc and checked the date again.
It was the day before Erin’s murder. Two days before I’d hunted down Isobel.
But there she was, breaking into Suzy’s house, caught on footage from a security camera that I was pretty sure didn’t belong to Suzy. The OPA had put surveillance in her house. I looked over my shoulder, thinking I’d see a guy in a black suit standing over me, and didn’t find anything. I was going to have to search my whole fucking apartment for cameras and microphones before I took another shower.
I didn’t put the disc back in. The image of Isobel struggling with a demon was still frozen on the screen even though I’d removed the CD.
The disc had belonged to my case, but been deliberately damaged by Eduardo and Joey. Why? What was it about Isobel’s fight with the incubus that they didn’t want anyone to know? Or was it the information that exonerated Suzy that they were trying to hide?
Because this definitely exonerated her—and implicated someone else entirely. Someone I never would have suspected.
Suzy had said that the Glock had been stolen from her house, and here Isobel was, doing the stealing. That Glock had appeared in my living room the night that Erin died.
I slammed the laptop shut and left the apartment.
 

 
The evening was growing long by the time I reached Helltown. I parked the Charger in the Walmart lot again before heading under the invisible arch.
This time, I thought to duck rather than getting a femur to the face.
The streets of Helltown were just as busy as the last time I’d been there—maybe even busier. It was getting late. The weaker demons were trying to get inside before night fell, and the stronger demons were preparing for another night of fun. A night that I didn’t plan on sticking around to see.
I’d gone in through the entrance closest to the Temple of the Hand of Death, and I sprinted straight there without looking back. I had to move through shadows to reach it. Every time I left direct sunlight, I felt a chill rake down my spine. Felt like eyes on my back. Creatures watching me. Waiting for a chance to feed. Maybe even Silver Needles closing in to try to kill me again.
I didn’t plan on giving them a chance.
The front door of the Temple of the Hand of Death hung off its hinges. And Isobel’s RV was parked next to the empty gas pumps.
Drawing my Desert Eagle, I threw open the door to her RV and checked inside. There was nothing there but the beaded curtains. No sign of a struggle—but no sign of Isobel’s whereabouts either.
I kept the gun aimed at the ground as I moved into the temple. There were no electric lights inside, so the shadows were deep. An oil lamp left smoky smears on the wall and didn’t penetrate the darkness all the way back to the altar. But it was enough light for me to see that the teenage priestess was sprawled on the floor in a mess of velvet skirts and blood. What had Isobel called her? Ann?
She stirred as I dropped to her side. She wasn’t dead. Thank God.
I holstered the gun. “Are you okay?”
“What do you think?” She pushed her skirts aside to reveal the hilt of a dagger jutting from her fleshy leg. She had been stabbed. My stomach lurched at the sight of it.
She needed medical support. An ambulance. The kind of help that couldn’t come into Helltown.
“Are you alone here?” I asked.
“I am now,” Ann said. She sat straight up, scanning the ground surrounding her. When her gaze fell on the stone scepter that had fallen a few feet away, she immediately seized it. Hugged it to her chest. “They took Isobel.” Still clutching the scepter tightly, the girl yanked the knife out of her thigh.
“Whoa there,” I said, standing back with my hands lifted, unsure if I should try to help her. “Be careful. The femoral artery—”
“It didn’t hit anything major. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.” She sounded calm, but she was sweating. She glared at me with furious blue eyes. “This is sacred ground. Isobel should have been safe here.”
“What happened? Was it an incubus?”
Ann frowned. “No, it was a guy dressed like you.” I was dressed for work—so, black suit, white shirt, black tie. OPA standard. Probably Eduardo.
“Do you know where he took her, Ann?”
“He said something about a pit when he dragged her out of here,” Ann said. “That’s all I know.”
“Wait. A pit, or The Pit?”
“Dunno.” She wiped her blood off the dagger with her forefinger, then rubbed it on the shaft of the scepter. I couldn’t help but recoil. The blood was…vanishing. Like the scepter was drinking it up. Any urge I’d had to protect this girl was suddenly gone. Isobel was right. Ann didn’t need to be saved by anyone—definitely not my responsibility.
“Do you need me to take you to a hospital?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
“We’ll be fine,” Ann said.
We? Hadn’t she said that she was alone? I backed away from her, eyeing the darkening streets outside the shattered windows. I needed to get out before the Needles realized I was there—and before the worse demons came out to play.
I left Ann alone in the darkness.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
The Olive Pit should have been open at six o’clock in the evening, but its neon sign was turned off and the windows were dark. I sat across the street in the Charger for a good long minute, arguing silently with myself over how I should approach it: Go in alone, or call for backup?
Procedure said that I should call for help. We were expected to work with a certain level of autonomy—probably more than the real FBI were—but when it came to situations potentially involving firearms, we were supposed to get Union support. If a witch cast a spell at me, I could cancel it out with my own magic, but magic didn’t do much against bullets. And Eduardo would definitely be armed.
But I didn’t know whom to call anymore. Suzy had been arrested for a murder she couldn’t have committed by the company we worked for. Eduardo and Joey were definitely bad guys. And Fritz—who knew about Fritz? He had contributed to Suzy’s arrest, too.
I sent a text message to one of the only phone numbers I had memorized then got out of the car.
The windows were unlit, but the curtains were open, so I peered inside. There was a light on in the kitchen, but everything else was turned off.
Silhouettes moved in front of the illuminated doorway. I counted them.
Five distinct men. I could tell them apart by their heights and clothing. And those were just the ones I could see.
I sat against the side of the building as I considered my odds, hiding out of sight from the men inside. Handling a single witch was easy. That was what I did best. Stalking them, figuring out their patterns, slipping a sleeping potion into their coffee. No confrontation necessary.
But five guys—I didn’t know where to begin.
“You really think this is time for a drink?”
I whirled. Domingo stood in the mouth of the alley. He wore another comfortable sweatsuit and carried a brown paper bag.
“You got here fast,” I said.
“I saw on the news that Agent Takeuchi is going to trial for the waitress’s murder, so I figured you were declared innocent. I was already on my way to bring you dinner at your apartment. Up for celebratory junk food?” He tipped the bag and the smell of cheeseburgers wafted through the air.
I hadn’t been hungry until that moment. I snagged his sleeve, pulled him down to the ground with me, tore into the bag. “We’ve got a problem,” I said around a mouthful of burger. “There are at least five men inside this building and they’re holding Isobel captive.”
Domingo tensed. “So you texted me?”
“I can’t handle it alone.”
“Call in backup! You’re with the FBI!”
I swallowed down one of the burgers. “Actually, I’m not. I work for a secret government department called the Office of Preternatural Affairs. We handle witches gone bad and demons and stuff. I don’t know if I can trust anyone with the OPA now. All I know is I can trust you.”
He made the time out symbol with his hands. “You shitting me?”
“What? Abuelita’s a witch, we’re witches. Are demons that weird?”
“No, I knew about demons. I mean this Office of Whatever the Fuck.”
“You knew about demons?”
“Do you think you’re the only one Ofelia talks to? Yes, I know about demons. But I thought that secret government stuff was some tinfoil hat bullshit.”
“Oh yeah, newsflash. Secret government agencies exist. I work for one.” I shrugged. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone, but I figure this is better than getting killed. So—ideas?”
Domingo sat back against the wall, staring up at the sliver of sky we could see between the two buildings. Clouds were moving in again. Smelled like rain. He was probably thinking about what I’d told him, but I knew it wouldn’t take him long to wrap his brain around it. My brother was tough as fuck.
“Isobel,” he said after a minute. “The woman you were telling me about.”
“Yeah. The woman.”
“She worth saving?”
Was she? She’d stolen Suzy’s Glock and gotten my friend detained. But she’d also been taken by Eduardo or Joey. If she’d framed Suzy, then she needed to come to justice—and not the vigilante kind.
The thought of turning Isobel over to the OPA didn’t sit well, either.
Cross that bridge once I come to it.
“She’s worth it,” I said.
Domingo grabbed the last burger out of the bag and scarfed it down. Once he was done, he wiped his hands off on his sweats and stood up. “’Kay. I’ve got an idea.”
 

 
Domingo had everything he needed in the trunk of his car—his “mobile command center,” he joked. He tossed me a big black can of salt and a skein of yarn and told me to help him circle the building. He’d take the north and east sides; I’d take the west and south.
“Don’t let anyone see you,” I warned him.
Domingo flashed a dazzling smile. “Me?”
This was the guy that had once stolen a dozen MacBook Pro laptops from an Apple Store while it was open—and escaped without getting caught. Casting a circle of power around a bar filled with demons unseen was nothing compared to his battle with the Geniuses.
I still moved to cast my half of the circle as fast as I could. I kept low, crouched under the windows, and unspooled the yarn as fast as possible. Then I joined up with Domingo in the back alley. He clapped his hands to close the circle, and the shock of magic was strong enough to make me sneeze twice.
“Shut up,” he said, clapping a hand over my mouth. I sneezed on him. “Sick, dude.”
I scrubbed my face clean. “What now?”
“Sleeping spell,” Domingo said. “The Cèsar Hawke Special. I got all the herbs you recommended—including passionflower—so all we have to do is amplify and project it.” He tossed a gemstone to me. An emerald the size of my thumbnail. “I’ll get the chants going over here. Put this on the western point of the circle. Once the spell activates, take the emerald and head inside with it—everyone’ll be unconscious.”
I rolled the gem over in my fingers. “Everyone?”
“Everyone but the guy holding the emerald.”
That’d make getting Isobel out tricky. But hey, it also meant skipping a fight and getting my ass kicked. I’d take it.
“What are you doing driving around with the supplies for sleeping spells?” I asked.
“I’d been planning to take it around to test it on friends. Well, covenmates. Help me tweak it a little, you know?” He planted his hands on his hips, giving the circle’s circumference a hard look. “This should probably work.”
“Probably? I’m feeling real confident in your skills right now.”
He grinned. “Go save the woman, Cèsar.”
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
The magic was already building by the time I reached the front of the building. I was fighting so hard against the urge to sneeze that my eyes were streaming, blurring the street around me. But even though my vision was shot, I could see that one of The Pit’s windows was suddenly open.
All of the windows had been closed when I’d checked the building out earlier.
I dropped into a crouch, hiding below the windowsill. I could hear footsteps on the other side of the wall. Whoever had opened the window was still nearby.
On all fours, I crawled to the edge of the circle and set the emerald on the western point. It sparked with blue light.
Domingo’s magic surged, sudden and powerful. The sneeze caught me off-guard. My face pretty much exploded—and the sound echoed.
Shit.
The front door unlocked behind me.
I was standing by the time it swung open, but I didn’t draw my gun in time. Eduardo Costa stared at me from the other side. He looked as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, so I could see that he had a shoulder rig with a holster under each arm.
“Cèsar,” he hissed.
I socked him in the jaw.
Eduardo didn’t even flinch.
He tackled me to the ground and we hit the pavement hard. He was heavy on top of me, knee digging into my chest, compressing my lungs. But my difficulties breathing were the least of my problems. If he moved two inches to the right, he would break Domingo’s circle of power. Scuffing that line of salt would kill the spell instantly.
Had to get him back inside the building.
Blows rained down on me fast and hard. Couldn’t even tell where Eduardo was hitting. Everything from the shoulders up hurt like fireworks detonating in my bones. I blocked my face, absorbing the contact with my forearms.
He paused to draw a gun.
It only took a second—but it was long enough. I sat up. Slammed my head into his face. Missed his nose, but sent him reeling.
The emerald flared just a few inches away from my head as Domingo’s magic snapped into place. The burst of energy meant that anyone inside the building should have gone unconscious.
Too bad Eduardo was outside.
I grabbed the emerald and held it in my fist as I swung. I knocked Eduardo’s arm aside at the same instant that he fired. The bullet went wide, smacked into the stucco exterior of The Pit. The sound was loud enough that my aching skull began to ring like a bell.
He turned to aim again. I dived, shoving him through the doorway.
We both crossed the threshold.
The instant his foot touched the ground, his eyes went blank. He rag-dolled on the ground. Caught a table on the way down. It collapsed under his weight, cracking and crashing underneath him.
I caught my breath, prepared to pass out with him.
But I was awake. The emerald was warm in my hand.
“Domingo, you genius bastard,” I whispered.
I held still for a moment, listening for the sound of others on the approach. Anyone who was awake should have heard the gunfire and come running, but my brother’s spell seemed to have worked. Everything was silent inside The Pit.
Kneeling beside Eduardo’s body, I patted him down for weapons. All I found were the two guns under his arms. They were smaller than mine—each one a Beretta 9mm, both probably Union-issued. That was a pretty standard model of gun for police and military. I still had my Desert Eagle, but I took one of pistols anyway. Having twelve extra bullets couldn’t hurt.
I checked the safety, then tucked Eduardo’s gun in the back of my belt and went looking for Isobel.
There were more bodies near the kitchen. I had expected to find Joey nearby, but was shocked to see that these men weren’t OPA employees at all—they were slender men with black hair and leather jackets. I thumbed back an eyelid on one of them. His irises were demon-black.
What was Eduardo doing hanging out with incubi?
And they weren’t just any incubi. The guy I was looking at was wearing a leather jacket pinned shut with silver needles. The wickedly sharp edges were stained brown.
These were the same fuckers who had hurt Ofelia and attacked me in Helltown.
And they had Isobel.
A storm of righteous fury and protectiveness surged in my chest. It was too easy to imagine Isobel looking like Ofelia had when I found her at the beach house. All the punctures in her ears, her nose, her lips, the back of her neck.
Not again.
I followed the beam of light through the kitchen door. That was where I found Thandy—the manager that I’d interviewed right after Erin died. She didn’t look injured, and she had a pulse. She’d be fine once Domingo lifted his spell. That accounted for four of the people I had seen in the kitchens. There was at least one other around here somewhere.
A door next to the walk-in freezer was opened. It led to basement stairs.
I headed down.
The basement was cold and dry, with a dirt floor and brick walls. They had several floor-to-ceiling racks of wine bottles, a few kegs stacked in the corner, and some other assorted liquor on the shelves. Guess it was what I would have expected to find underneath a bar.
The chair with a woman tied to it, though—I was pretty sure that wasn’t normal for a bar.
I rounded the steel chair to find that Isobel’s ankles and wrists had been tied to it. Her head drooped low, chin touching her chest. I gently pushed her head back and was relieved to see that she hadn’t been tortured yet—not with needles, anyway. She had a black eye. Her bottom lip was split open in two places. Blood had dried on her chin.
“Jesus, Izzy,” I muttered.
I holstered my gun and worked at the knot on her right wrist, picking at it with my stubby fingernails. It had been tied tightly by an expert. It wasn’t loosening. I had to resort to biting at it to get the thing undone. Thank God everyone else is unconscious. I must have looked like an insane pit bull gnawing on her ropes.
Luckily, the other knots came more easily. I was working on her left ankle when I felt Domingo’s spell fail.
A frisson of energy settled over me, like I’d stepped under one of those grocery store produce misters. Breathing became easier immediately as my nose stopped itching.
The magic was gone. The circle had broken.
And I was still in the basement of The Pit.
“Step back. Hands in the air.”
I settled back on my heels, mind racing through all of my favorite swear words, both real and invented for the situation. “You woke up fast,” I said, looking over my shoulder to see Eduardo on the stairs. He still had one gun. Guess I should have taken both of those from him.
He scrubbed a hand over his eyes. Took another two steps into the basement.
“I should be thanking you,” Eduardo said. “I thought that Erin was going to get the bounty. But you fixed that problem for me, didn’t you? Sounds like I’ll be the one to enjoy the payday now.”
Wait. Erin was going to get the bounty? What bounty?
Isobel was stirring behind me. Had to get her out of there—first priority. Questions could come later.
The door opened again.
“Don’t shoot him. He’s mine.”
My heart stopped beating at the sight of the second man that had stepped onto the stairs. His hair was choppily short and inky-black. His skin was pale, his eyes endless pits of darkness. And there was a tattoo encircling his neck—feathered wings that touched his chin with the tips.
It was the incubus that had tortured Ofelia.
My hatred was immediate, but brief. The incubus had brought raw sexual energy with him. His thrall crashed into me. Sucked my breath away.
All I could think of was naked bodies. Sweaty skin. Lips and fingers.
“Hey, I caught him first, Gregor,” Eduardo protested.
Gregor. The incubus was named Gregor.
“And I told you not to shoot him,” the demon said, cracking his knuckles. I stared at his fingers and thought about them wrapped around my hardening shaft. I couldn’t help it—couldn’t clear the image from my mind, no matter how hard I fought it.
I’d been able to resist the Needles in Helltown, but this guy was a thousand times more powerful than that. I was the tree bowed under the weight of the hurricane. I was nothing.
I needed him.
Eduardo was still talking, but I barely heard him. “If you think this means you don’t have to pay me the bounty—”
“I don’t,” Gregor said.
Fuck it, kill him. Kill him now before the thrall’s too much.
I moved in slow motion. Stood, turned, drawing my Desert Eagle.
My hands were clumsy on the metal. Didn’t want to be wrapped around a gun, didn’t want my finger curved around the trigger. My dick was hardening, straining against my fly. I wanted my clothes off. I wanted Gregor. I knew it was thrall, and it didn’t matter.
I aimed the gun at Gregor’s head but couldn’t pull the trigger. His black eyes were sucking me in. He extended a hand toward me and the tension between us grew to a fever pitch until I couldn’t tell that Eduardo was still in the room. Hell, even Isobel didn’t matter anymore—the woman I’d broken into The Pit to save. It was just the incubus and me.
The demon that had tortured my sister.
Shoot him. Now.
The Desert Eagle slipped out of my hand. Hit the ground.
My trigger finger tensed after the gun was already gone. Seconds too late. The only explosion I heard was my will self-destructing.
I tried to draw Eduardo’s Beretta, but then the incubus was on top of me, slamming me into the wall, punching me across the jaw. It felt good. Like pleasure erupting down my spine. I wanted him to do it again. I wanted him to rip my throat out and drink the blood and ride me down into darkness. I’d bleed for him, drain every fluid dry if Gregor asked.
Ofelia had turned this down for a week. A week.
Thirty seconds of it and I was ready to give in.
Gregor punched me again. “I’ve been waiting years,” he growled, punctuating each word with another strike. “You. Almost. Killed. Me.”
“More,” I said. The word came out unbidden. My balls were getting tight, on the verge of erupting. My hands were empty—I’d dropped the Beretta, too.
This is thrall, you have to shake it, you have to get free…
Knuckles met the bridge of my nose. Felt something snap. Tasted blood.
It was good. So damn good.
“You ruined my life!” Gregor said. “You made me look impotent in front of the Needles when you took that bitch away. And I had to cut a fucking deal with the Union
to get out of the detention center. Do you know what that did to my pride?”
Why was he so angry with me? I just wanted to please him—whatever it would take for him to keep pleasing me.
“I thought I’d settle for your head,” he said, grabbing my shirt in both hands, jerking my face close to his. “But this is better than that. I’m much happier killing you myself.”
“More,” I whispered again.
“I’ll give you more, you motherfucker.”
Gregor threw me.
I was flying.
The room hurtled past me. My back hit something hard, something that didn’t feel like liquid sex. Heard glass shatter. I collapsed to the dirt and wine bottles rained around me.
The shelf hit me a second later.
That one hurt.
The pain was almost enough to snap me out of the incubus’s thrall. I remembered fighting him on the beach after saving Ofelia. I remembered slamming him into the rocks, cracking his head open, watching the blood gush over the sand.
Incubi were weak. Any injury could make them bleed to death.
Easy.
But I had to hurt him to exploit that—I had to want to hurt him.
Eduardo was shivering as he fought against Gregor’s thrall. Kopides were less susceptible to demon attack. It still must have hurt like hell. “If you kill Agent Hawke—if you don’t pay me that bounty—we’re going to have a major problem, Gregor.”
The incubus’s laugh was like a deep tiger growl. “I don’t think so, Costa. It sure doesn’t look like you’re the one killing him.” A boot slammed into my temple. My vision blurred. I bucked against the ground, pleasure hardening my abs.
“I’ll send you back to the detention center,” Eduardo said.
Gregor grinned. “You’ll have to tell them how I got out in the first place.”
He kicked me again and I groaned.
I was screwed. Isobel was screwed. She needed me, and here I was, about to shoot my load on the ground while an incubus fucking beat me to death.
Through the haze, I focused on Isobel.
She must have been hit by the incubus’s thrall too, even though Gregor was focusing most of his power on me. She was breathing hard, cheeks flushed, tongue darting out to wet her lips. But she’d broken free of the chair. Apparently, her embarrassing experience in Helltown had taught her how to momentarily shake off incubus thrall—and a moment was all she needed.
Isobel extended her hands over the dirt floor. Her eyes were rolled into the back of her skull. She trembled all over, from her bottom lip to the tips of her fingers.
Magic surged hard, like a fist that squeezed my lungs shut. I couldn’t sneeze. I couldn’t breathe.
Silvery mist rose from the ground around her. Ten different locations around the room—no, more than that. There were graves all over the place. Under the rubble of the wine rack. Under Isobel’s chair. Along the walls.
The Needles had been burying victims under The Pit.
And now Isobel was calling them.
Holy hell.
Gregor stopped kicking me and focused on the silver figures that had just appeared around us. They were all bald and eyeless and glowing, and they surrounded Gregor and Eduardo.
“Get them,” Isobel said. The lips of every spirit she had raised moved with hers. She spoke in many voices, deep and tremulous and echoing.
The spirits rushed.
The incubus’s thrall couldn’t do anything to the dead. He roared as they fell on him, beating his fists at empty air, unable to touch them. The weight of his demon powers lifted from me fractionally, and I searched wildly for the guns I had dropped.
My Desert Eagle was only a few feet away.
I struggled onto my knees, shoving the toppled shelves off of me. I was glad it actually hurt. It helped clear my head, shoving all the scraps of Gregor’s thrall out of the corners of my skull.
Gunfire exploded through the room. Eduardo was shooting. It did nothing to the spirits piling on top of him, tearing at him with translucent hands.
Once a spirit stepped onto me, I realized why he was screaming. A foot plunged into my chest. Icy shock froze my heart.
The room went black, and I spiraled toward death.
“Cèsar!”
Isobel’s voice broke through the darkness. I heard something skitter, felt metal touch my fingertips. Eduardo’s Beretta. She’d kicked it to me. I grabbed it and got onto my knees.
The spirit slipped out of my body, leaving me gasping.
Eduardo and the incubi had retreated toward the stairs, where the other incubi from upstairs had joined them. Four guys altogether. The spirits wouldn’t be able to hold them off for long.
Isobel had given us a distraction, but that was it. Just a fleeting moment to break free of Gregor’s thrall. And I could tell Isobel was going to lose control if we didn’t get out of there fast. She was shaking hard enough that it looked like she’d break apart.
“Isobel!” I reached for her through silver mist. She didn’t seem to see me.
The basement windows shattered. Black figures flew into the room and dropped onto the ground.
Men aimed their guns at us, shouting to each other, shouting at everyone. “Drop your weapons! Hands in the air!”
I caught a flash of black and white Union equipment out of the corner of my eye. Didn’t dare look too close, but I knew it was the cavalry. I dropped the gun, put my hands behind my head, stood stock-still.
Eduardo fired.
At least, I think he fired first. All the shouts turned to the chatter of automatic gunfire too quickly for me to tell.
Instinct carried me through the silvery spirits that Isobel had summoned, launching myself toward her with hands outstretched. Ice clutched my heart. But I wrapped my arms around her, slamming both of us to the ground as gunfire exploded overhead. Bullets whizzed over us.
Her eyes cleared the second we hit the ground.
“Cèsar?”
The ghosts vanished.
Eduardo struck the earth next to me. Unlike Isobel, his face was blank. Blood cascaded out of his mouth. And then Gregor landed behind them.
Both of them had been shot in the chest. Just like Erin Karwell.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
It seemed like the fight ended real fast after that. The incubi went down fast, and there wasn’t enough time for them to summon up a nasty thrall to save their asses. Demons hit the ground, one after another—boom, boom, boom.
The Pit was secure. Isobel and I were safe.
As soon as everything was dead, the Union guys stepped aside to let the OPA agents step in. They weren’t from my department, Magical Violations. Considering that we were dealing with incubi, they’d probably come from the Infernal Relations Department—IRD—so I didn’t know their names. I’d seen them in the cafeteria at work, though. The faces were familiar.
And then there was another familiar face. Fritz kicked an incubus body down the stairs as he stormed into the basement.
“Cèsar,” he said when he saw me. Then his gaze fell on Isobel and his eyes lit up. “Belle!”
Fritz hauled Isobel to her feet and kissed her.
I’d like to say that was less shocking than coming up against the Needles at The Pit, but it wasn’t. Surprise squirmed right through my adrenaline haze. All I could do was stare at my boss and the necrocognitive he’d ordered me to find. A necrocognitive that he knew really well, apparently.
“Are you hurt?” he asked, cupping her face in both hands.
She pushed him away. Her face was bright red under the bruises. “Don’t do that.”
“They beat you, didn’t they?”
“Cèsar kept them from doing worse,” Isobel said.
Fritz barely glanced at me. “Well done, Hawke.” Hawke? Since when did we stop being on a first-name basis? “Belle, we need an EMT to look at you. Come with me.”
He dragged her away.
Isobel caught my eye and mouthed, Just a second.
I stared after her for a good two minutes, trying to figure out what the fuck had just happened.
Everything from the last week seemed disjointed, like a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together. I understood that Gregor had put a bounty on my head. I also understood that Eduardo and Joey had been going for the money. But how Erin and Isobel fit in—how my boss knew Isobel—I just couldn’t wrap my mind around it.
“Agent Hawke?” It was one of the guys from IRD.
I wiped blood off my upper lip. Gregor’s beating seemed to have resulted in a broken nose. “What’s up?”
He asked me a few questions. How did I know the witch outside the perimeter? Why had I called in Domingo Hawke instead of backup? What was Eduardo’s role in what had happened here? I answered him on autopilot. Unlike the LAPD, the IRD agent actually seemed to believe me. Refreshing.
I’d witnessed the aftermath of more than a few investigations gone nasty, so the sight of the forensics team moving into The Olive Pit was actually comforting. It was so normal, in that “my life is weird” kind of way, that the residual panic from the fight finally began to subside.
The insanity of the week drained out of me, replaced the monotony of the status quo.
I stood back and watched as everything was tagged, labeled, and outlined. Ballistics experts started figuring out where all the bullets had come from. I could have told them it was pointless trying to sort that out, but nobody seemed interested in talking to me.
In fact, now that everything had calmed down, it was like I’d turned invisible. Spent a few days a fugitive and started feeling like I was important. Now Isobel and Fritz were having an intense conversation in the corner, like the kind of conversation that looked like it should happen in a locked bedroom somewhere, two IRD agents were questioning Thandy, and the photographers were taking pictures of everything but me.
I don’t have much pride, but what little I had was licking its wounds.
With nothing else to do, I drifted over to Thandy. Her face crumpled when she saw me.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. Blood poured out of a wound on her temple, rapidly soaking through a dishtowel pressed against it. She must have been hurt when the Union came in. The fact that it wasn’t clotting made me think that she wasn’t exactly human. “I only cooperated because of Erin.”
“Hold up,” I said. “What about Erin?”
“Gregor told me to tell everyone you were dating. He wanted them to think that you’d been beating her. He wanted you to have nowhere to hide.”
Hadn’t Eduardo said something about Erin, too? Something about the bounty?
“Thandy, was Erin human?” I asked.
The manager shook her head. “She was Gray, like me. We both got recruited into the Needles last year. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
So Thandy wasn’t a full succubus—she was a half-demon, a Gray. It explained why she was bleeding so profusely. And if Erin had been a half-succubus, too, then that would explain why I had been unable to resist her sexual allure. It hadn’t been chemistry. It had been thrall.
I was an OPA agent. I should have known better.
Damn.
One of the IRD agents grabbed Thandy’s arm. “Do you have any other questions, Agent Hawke? We need to get her to a healing witch soon.”
“No, go ahead,” I said, backing away.
I watched him take Thandy upstairs with a sinking feeling in my gut. Erin hadn’t gone home with me because she wanted me. She’d probably wanted to feed, and I’d been throwing myself at her feet like a giant dipshit for months.
The other IRD agent touched my sleeve. “You need to see the EMT?” he asked, squinting closely at my face through his spectacles. “You look pretty bad.”
Just my shriveled pride shattering into a million pieces. Don’t mind me. “I’m fine. Thanks.”
I couldn’t deal with the investigation anymore. I headed upstairs to the bar, snagging a bottle of wine out of the rack on my way up the stairs. I know I’d sworn to stop drinking, but it wasn’t hard liquor—a little wine never hurt anybody.
Sinking into one of the leather chairs on the first floor, I uncorked the bottle and took a swig. It tasted a little peppery, kind of woody. A lot like bitter self-hatred.
Isobel took the chair next to me and reached for the bottle. “I could use some of that.” Her bloody face had been cleaned and someone had given her an OPA-branded jacket that was way too big on her. She looked absolutely terrible.
I handed the wine to her. “That was pretty badass. The dead thing.”
She smiled shyly around the mouth of the bottle as she sipped. “It was a new trick. It’s kind of interesting how inspiring total panic can be.”
Inspirational was a word for it.
“I saw security footage. You left the Glock in my apartment. Did you kill Erin?”
Isobel blushed. “No, I’d been snooping in your apartment the day before, while you were at work. I guess I forgot it there. It was an accident.”
Snooping? Just like she’d been snooping at Suzy’s place?
“Who the fuck are you?” I asked.
“Isobel Stonecrow is a friend of mine,” Fritz said, wiping the blood off of his hands with a monogrammed handkerchief as he sauntered over.
Friend, he’d said. Right. The kind of friend that you fondled after saving her life.
“We met a couple of months ago because he needed to speak to his late grandfather,” Isobel said. She flashed a smile at him. “He wasn’t fooled by the drums and animal skins either.”
“I saw right through all of your pretense.” Fritz smiled back at her. “She proved trustworthy with my grandfather’s spirit. When I realized that my department had been infiltrated by the Needles, I needed someone outside the organization I could trust, and Belle was that woman. She’s been investigating the Needles and all of my agents for the last several weeks.”
I remembered how she’d told me that nobody called her Izzy, and now I knew why. She preferred the OPA agents wrapped around her pinkie finger to use a different diminutive.
“Ergo the snooping,” she said.
Fritz was speaking to me, but he could barely take his eyes off Isobel. “I believed you were trustworthy, Cèsar, but I had to be sure. Agent Takeuchi was high on my list of suspects. You’ve been close with her, and you had previous connections with the Silver Needles.”
“Was that why you assigned Isobel’s investigation to me?” I asked.
He nodded. “The Needles had identified Belle as my ally and a threat. I wanted to see how you handled the investigation. Unfortunately, we had that little problem with Erin Karwell first. Speaking of which…”
“Cèsar killed her in self defense, Fritz. She was a half-succubus. She attacked him,” Isobel said. “Erin Karwell and her coworker, Thandy Cannon, were Gray planted at The Pit to watch the OPA.” A smile flashed over her lips. “You’re going to have to find another bar to hang out at after work.”
Fritz looked disappointed. “I’m going to miss dollar rib night.”
I was going to miss living a normal life where I thought I could trust people. But you know, priorities. “Where’s Joey? Agent Dawes?”
“He’ll be arrested by now. Another unit went to his house at the same time this one moved in on Costa.”
Guess I should have felt relieved about that, but I was too exhausted. “So…what now? What about Agent Takeuchi? She didn’t have anything to do with Erin or the Needles. Her only crime was being unlucky enough to work for the OPA.”
“Ah, yes. I’ll make some calls,” Fritz said.
He whipped out the Blackberry and walked off again.
Isobel reached out, grabbed my hand. “I’m sorry I lied to you, Cèsar.”
The memory of her kissing me in the RV flashed through my mind, shortly followed by the memory of Fritz kissing her. I got up and abandoned the wine bottle on the table between our chairs. “I’m gonna get some air.”
“Thank you for saving me. Again.”
The way she said that turned my guts to hamburger.
Not going to think about it.
I managed to tear myself away from Isobel. Walk through the swarm of OPA agents moving in and out of the building. Bump past a photographer.
Domingo was sitting outside The Pit on the tailgate of a black SUV. He was smoking again, and he hadn’t smoked since getting married. When he saw me, he offered the cigarette in my direction. “Better not,” I said. “I think I’m technically on the job right now.”
“Your loss.” He dragged deep. The end flared with light. As he blew smoke out of his nostrils, he nodded toward the window. Isobel was on the other side talking to Fritz. “That’s the woman, huh?”
I sighed. “Yeah. That’s the woman.”
“And that’s your boss, isn’t it?”
“Yup.”
“Tough cookies.”
My thoughts involved a lot more expletives than that, but he’d gotten the gist of it. I sat on the tailgate next to him. “Your spell sucked. Everyone woke up.”
“Your friends broke the circle.” He patted the SUV. Its tire straddled the salt line.
I wasn’t sure I’d call the Union “friends.” Even if Eduardo and Joey had been double agents, I wasn’t feeling real warm and tingly about that particular arm of the OPA at the moment. On the other hand, every scrap of brotherly rivalry I’d ever felt about Domingo was suddenly magically forgotten. “In case I forgot to tell you earlier—thanks for coming out to help me.”
He grinned. “No problem.”
Fritz and Isobel emerged from The Pit. “Ready to go?” he asked.
I stood. “Where?”
“I’m making a new task force specifically for internal investigations and special ops. You can select an agent you trust as your partner. I assumed you’d pick Agent Takeuchi. Unless there’s someone else you’d like to nominate?”
“You assumed rightly, sir,” I said. I glanced at my brother. “You good here?”
“I’m fine,” Domingo said, taking a deep drag of his cigarette. “Go play secret agent man.”
 

 
I was waiting for Suzy when she emerged from the Union detention center. It was in an underground bunker in the middle of the Mojave, probably an hour of driving from the nearest highway on narrow dirt roads. The entrance was hidden inside a big pile of black rocks. Suzy emerged looking disheveled and annoyed. Her suit was rumpled, tie loose around her neck, hair in a messy ponytail.
She stopped a few feet away from me with a dubious look.
“Hey, Suze,” I said. “Bad day?”
“I’ve had better,” she grunted.
“You’ve been declared innocent and the bad guys are dead. What could be better than that?”
“Not being detained in the first place,” Suzy said.
“Good point.”
But she perked up a little. “So they’re dead, huh?” She didn’t give me a chance to explain. She didn’t seem to care. “What the fuck happened with my Glock?”
“It was a mix-up,” I said.
Anger flashed over her features. “Hell of a fucking mix-up.”
“I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “It’s not your fault.” She tugged the rubber band out of her ponytail. Fine black hair fell around her cheeks. “Fuck, I need a shower.”
I jerked my chin toward the pile of rocks. “What’s it like down there? I’ve always been curious.”
“You don’t want to know.”
Probably true. “Ready to go?”
“Oh yeah.”
I escorted her toward the helicopter that had carried me out to the detention center. Apparently, Union regulations didn’t allow aircraft to park directly on top of the underground construction, so it was a good quarter mile to the north. Fritz and Isobel climbed out as we approached and met us halfway.
“Welcome back, Agent Takeuchi,” Fritz said. “You’ve been reassigned from the Magical Violations Department to a new task force. You’re now Agent Hawke’s partner and will handle special investigations.”
Suzy glowered at him. “A promotion? Right when I’m getting out of a Union detention center?”
“Yes, it’s a promotion. You’ll have much more responsibility.”
“And more pay?”
Fritz was stony-faced. “We’ll see.”
Which meant no.
Damn. I hadn’t thought to ask for more money, but now that Suzy mentioned it, I wouldn’t have minded a raise. I was going to need a new apartment—one where I hadn’t killed a half-succubus—and moving wasn’t cheap. I also really wanted to complete my Star Trek: The Next Generation collection on Blu-ray.
“I accept the promotion,” Suzy said.
Fritz smiled. “Of course you do.”
The helicopter’s rotors hadn’t slowed while we talked. It was ready to take off when we approached. Fritz moved to help Suzy into the helicopter, but she jerked out of reach, giving him the kind of look that could have started engine fires.
I stood back for a moment, letting them pick their seats, buckle in. Isobel waited with me.
A question had been nagging at me since we left The Pit, and I couldn’t help but ask now that we were momentarily alone. “So you and Fritz,” I said, leaning close, keeping my tone low. Nobody would be able to hear us under the helicopter.
Isobel’s cheeks flushed. “Yeah, Fritz and me.”
“Are you…?”
“We used to be.” She quickly added, “But it’s been over for a while. I reminded him. He knows.”
That probably shouldn’t have made me feel as good as it did. The feeling didn’t last long. Ex-girlfriend of my boss? The only woman I could date with even more guilt would be Domingo’s estranged wife.
She climbed into the helicopter. I let Fritz help her up and kept my hands to myself.
I took the seat across from Isobel. “You knew I was going to be assigned to investigate you. So you knew I was coming. And you still dusted me with blister powder in the cemetery.”
Isobel had the courtesy to look embarrassed again. She waited to respond until she had pulled on her headset. Her voice came in over the speakers, flat and crackling with interference. “I thought you might have been with the Needles at the time.” She ducked her head and focused awfully hard on figuring out her buckles. “No hard feelings?”
Suzy was staring fixedly out the window, Fritz absorbed in his Blackberry. Both of them looked disturbed, probably for completely different reasons, but I knew they could hear us over their headsets.
I had a lot of hard feelings about this week and I didn’t think I was the only one. But it was a new day, and apparently, we were coworkers now. Better to move on.
“Naw,” I said. “No hard feelings.”
Fritz pushed his microphone closer to his mouth. “Good, because we have a lot of work to do. I just received a report of anomalous infernal activity in Reno, Nevada, and we’re the closest unit equipped for response.”
“Infernal?” Isobel asked. “You mean demons?”
That wasn’t the problem I had with Fritz’s statement. “How the hell are we equipped? We just got Suzy out of the detention center. We haven’t done any training for demons. We’re barely even a team yet.”
Fritz smirked. “I said internal investigation and special projects. This is special. Are you all ready?”
I was pretty sure that was a rhetorical question, but I exchanged a look with Suzy. For the first time since she’d stepped out of that bunker, there was a spark of mischief in her eye. “Born ready, sir.” Of course this was the kind of thing she’d love. She rolled with the punches better than anyone else I knew.
This was going to be fun.
“Great,” I said. “Let’s go to Reno.”
Hell of a week.
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Chapter One
 
“Jon!” Romeo’s deep voice follows as I stride quickly down the hall. “Get back here.”
I round the top of the stairs and descend at full speed, skipping steps in my haste to leave. Anger pulses like a living beast beneath my skin. If I don’t get the hell out of here, my alpha and I will come to blows.
The urge to fight, to answer the call of my inner wolf, colors my vision, tinting the werewolf pack’s large home in a wash of red haze. Claws itch to descend through my clenched fists, and the brush of fur waiting to erupt tingles my skin. 
“This is not over.” Romeo’s booming shout thunders through the house. “Get back here now, or don’t ever come back!” 
This time he’s getting what he threatens. What’s so crazy about suggesting a support network for wolves? Why am I suddenly the object of scorn and ridicule? Is organizing packs somehow a threatening concept to our way of life?
A tiny voice inside whispers, Your suggestion of such a change goes against everything a werewolf pack stands for.
Could that be true? Would instilling communication among hundreds of Weres hurt us as a species? 
I block the denials I’ve heard for months. Doesn’t make sense. Could Romeo’s resistance stem from something bigger? Should I listen to the gossip saying I’ve evolved into an alpha faster than anyone expected? There is only one male alpha per pack, not two; one mated pair deciding the fate of their wolves, and those who don’t agree must leave. Or fight for supremacy.
I barrel out the front door and sprint toward the detached garage, where a few of the single wolves have bedrooms in the space above the cars. I throw open the door, the heavy steel bouncing off the siding in my unchecked rage. I need to talk to Lori, my werewolf girlfriend in the pack. I’m ready to leave and want her with me.
My inner beast gnashes its teeth, ready for a challenge, eager to return and face the man who saved my life over a year ago. Tamping down the temptation, I rush the inner stairs three at a time. The scent of half a dozen wolves lies heavy in the confined space, confusing the rational part of my mind struggling to remain in control. 
I recall the past in an effort to still my raging desires—I owe this man my life. Romeo found me lost and afraid when I awoke in the hospital, uncertain of what I’d become. Elsa, his wife, sensed immediately I was different, discouraging her mate to allow me into their pack.  Romeo didn’t care. He recognized me for what I truly was—a scared college kid who didn’t know what the fuck happened to his well-ordered life. 
When I reach the upper hall, I’m jolted out of my calming reverie by sounds of passion. I smile, wondering who Kotsana has lured to his waterbed now. 
“That’s it, baby,” a familiar female voice coos softly. “You know I like it good and deep.”
The instant anger near the surface of my mind threatens to overwhelm me. I stop cold—leaning a hand on the wall, gasping to catch my breath—while my packmate screws my girlfriend beyond his shut bedroom door. I close my eyes for a moment, trying to block images conjured by the sound of the big wolf making waves on his water mattress. 
A soft panting noise reaches my ears and I know what’s next—Lori’s about to peak and scream to the high heavens. I wasn’t sure if I loved her or if my feelings were caught up in the passion of our relationship. But all I feel right now is a white hot fury and a desire to tear someone apart with my bare hands, limb from limb.
Before I think through my actions, the doorknob to Kotsana’s room is in my hand and I tear the door off the frame. The sound of splintering wood rips through the air and freezes them both on the bed. Lori’s mouth opens in a silent O of shock. 
I surge into the room and loom over their naked, sweating bodies. “Two-timing bitch!” 
Lori grabs a sheet to cover herself as Kotsana looks at me with cool, calm eyes.
The Were hoists himself off her pliant body to lean against the headboard. “Careful, Jon.” His deep voice rumbles across the space between us as he raises his hands in a placating gesture. “She’s not your mate and she wanted this.”
I look at the silky dark hair framing Lori’s elfin face. Her huge cornflower blue eyes shimmer with excitement. My heart hardens when she reaches a hand to fondle her own nipple.
“Want to join us, Jon?” Her other hand snakes to stroke Kotsana’s still erect cock. “I bet the three of us could have some fun.” Her head tilts to the side and she looks at her lover, perhaps trying to judge if he’s game.
I knew she was a randy bitch, and she’s certainly been pouring off sexual pheromones every waking hour of the day, but I honestly thought I satisfied her and we were building something.
Kotsana looks my way, recognizes my slow burn of barely controlled rage, and moves her hand from his body.
The second she’s no longer touching him, I lunge across the bed, lugging her off the mattress by her arms. “You think it’s funny to play more than one guy, don’t you?” I grasp her shoulders and shake her hard, hoping her brain rattles in that pretty little head. “Just because you can fuck every unattached wolf you meet, doesn’t mean you should.”
I toss her unresisting form in the direction of the door and advance on Kotsana. “You knew she was with me.”
His dark brown eyes flit to the floor, not meeting mine. “She smelled so damn good.”
My hands curl over the bigger man’s biceps and, in a move I’m sure I’ll regret in a few minutes, I haul his naked ass from the bed and drag him toward the closed window. “Next time you bed a horny werewolf, make sure she’s not sleeping with someone higher than you in your own freakin’ pack.” Kotsana’s face changes to fear as he looks over his shoulder, working out what I plan to do. Panic pours off his larger frame, goading me to savagery at his show of weakness. “You’ll have time to think about the wisdom of bed-hopping while you heal.” 
And with that, muscles bunch in my thighs and across my back as I throw the heavier man through the glass window. I turn back to Lori as she’s scrambling into her discarded clothing. The tinkle of falling glass and a dull thud reach my ears, followed by screams of pain. The big man lies shrieking on the asphalt driveway below, and I couldn’t care less.
“Jon, please.” Fear etches the delicate lines of her face. “Let me explain.”
I push by her, resisting the urge to pick her up and toss out her cheating ass with Kotsana. “What is left to explain? That the sex we had this morning wasn’t enough for you? That the three orgasms I gave you while you screamed your love for me left you wanting?” I storm away, past two bedrooms, to the one we shared. 
“Wait, Jon. Please!”
My fists clench at my side, anger boiling within me as I spin around to face her. “We’re through! I’m done with this pack and the sex free-for-all you take as the status quo.” Moisture gathers in my eyes, blurring my vision. “And to think, I came here hoping to take you with me. What a fucking joke.” 
Lori’s face collapses and she starts to bawl. “Jon, no, don’t go like this. We can work it out.”
I slam my fist into the wall near her head, destroying the dry wall and the two-by-four behind it. “How can we possibly move beyond this when I still envision you reaching for his dick and inviting me to join?” I pull my hand from the hole, staring at the dry wall dust while ragged breaths steal past my lips. “Who the hell does that?” I whisper while looking into her clear blue eyes. “Who would twist what we had the way you did?”
She turns her face away, unable to meet my gaze any longer. Not having her with me is for the best. I can’t imagine how in the hell I thought she was a good choice, in any sense of the word.
Lori hugs her arms around her curvy torso and sinks to the floor in the hall. I leave her to wallow in tears and quickly pack my bags, grabbing anything of personal value and all the clothes I can cram into the two large duffels.
The whole encounter, from tossing Kotsana out the window to making my way to the driveway, took less than five minutes. One of the other female Weres, Deneishia, crouches over the injured man on the asphalt.
Uncaring, I ignore his moans of pain and her calls for assistance. I stalk past them, climb inside my jeep, start it, and peel out of the Manitoba pack compound as fast as I can. 
Romeo will get his wish. 
I’ll never come back—no matter what.
 



 
Chapter Two
 
I drive for hours that stretch into days. No clear destination in mind besides crossing the Canadian border into the States. The idea of heading to my hometown in Williamsburg, Virginia occurs to me, but I dismiss it realizing the unanswerable questions I’d be faced with.
My folks think I died over a year ago in the hospital due to complications during the night I was attacked. Romeo and Elsa advised that my family was unsafe with me near them, and helped to feign my death.
Slowing to a stop for the red light ahead, a burn bubbles from my stomach at the thought of Romeo. Damn stubborn man. We’re in the twenty first century, for Christ’s sake. Who the hell wouldn’t think organizing fellow supernaturals might be a smart idea? Oh, that’s right, every damn alpha stuck in the nineteenth century.
My fingers tighten around the steering wheel, frustration and Were strength threatening to break the plastic. I loosen my grip when a horn honks behind me. The traffic light is green and I’m not sure how long I’ve been sitting here ignoring it. Maybe it’s time for a break. A glance at the dashboard clock reveals it’s way past noon and I haven’t eaten since the last refill for gas around dawn.
Awareness of my surroundings leaks back into perspective, diminishing the dull anger and some of the resentment I left in Canada. The clear May day shines on the green-shrouded highway, lush trees crowding the two-lane stretch. A road sign comes into view proclaiming I’m ten miles from Lovettsville. 
Holy shit, I’m in northern Virginia. Huh. Guess I did unconsciously drive to where I’m most comfortable.
Lovettesville is several hours from my folks, so I’m unlikely to run into anyone here who knows me. Sounds like a good place to stop for a meal.
After a few minutes I angle my dust-covered jeep into a parking spot outside an old-fashioned diner. I cut the engine and ease open the truck door. Humidity hits me like a wet glove and the air seems heavier in my lungs. The sweet smell of new growth and distant tilled earth greet my sensitive nose. The warmth of the sun heats my skin while I stretch the miles from my aching muscles.
The parking lot contains eight cars, not bad for after two o’clock. Maybe the food here will be decent. Anything’s better than the gas station food I’ve had for two days straight. Last night I stayed in a cheap motel after a cop told me I couldn’t sleep in the cab of my jeep, even if he did agree it was silly law. The shower did me good and the change of clothes was well needed after days of hard driving.
A quaint bell jangles above the glass door at my entrance. Vacant stools line the counter, but I make my way to a booth. Hours of concentrated focus on the road have left me jittery and wired, yet physically weary and exhausted. I’m not used to feeling anything other than extreme mellowness within the pack. 
Maybe coming back to Virginia was not a good idea. Being here feels familiar and yet awkward all at once.
A plastic coated menu slides across the table into view, pulling me out of the déjà vu moment. A throat clears nearby and draws my gaze up the pink dress of the waitress who brought the menu.
A slim woman, with a becoming smile, a blush to her cheeks, and a cap of shiny dark hair waits patiently with an order pad at the ready. “What can I get for you, hon?” She smiles again, revealing a dimple near one corner of her upturned mouth.
I smile in response, the reaction automatic. “Coffee first, please. Black.” She dips her chin in acknowledgment. I gesture toward the menu. “Do you have any recommendations?”
“For today’s lunch special we’ve got marinated chicken—grilled and served over fresh greens.” She smiles again. “But anything you get will be good. The cook does a great job.”
I nod, careful to squash the frown I instinctively feel forming at the thought of ordering only a salad, and open the menu to see what else they offer. 
“I’ll get your coffee and come back for your order.” She bustles away, trailing a faint whiff of werewolf pheromones in her wake. I sit up straighter and turn in the booth, following her retreat behind the counter. 
Holy crap. She’s like me. What are the chances my first real meal since Canada is served by a werewolf? Was I pulled here subconsciously? Like pheromones in the air or something?
Or fate. Maybe this is where you were meant to be.
I tense, worried I’ll be discovered by my scent and that I might be infringing on another pack’s territory. I’ve got to get her alone to question her. 
Yeah, like that’s going to be easy. What young waitress wouldn’t welcome a private talk with a stranger? 
A casual examination of the restaurant reveals it isn’t as full as the parking lot would indicate. The closest diner to me sits three booths down.
Maybe I could ask about the local pack situation out here in the open? Or should I push my own scent into the air and see if she responds?
She’s returning with my coffee and I make a split decision. I reach inside and mentally call up an image of my old pack. Cool dark woods zip by as I race in my wolf form, surrounded by the well-known bodies that my inner beast naturally trusts.
She sets the coffee on the table, and stares. Her nostrils flare and pupils dilate. “Well, what do we have here?” Interest leaps into her eyes. “You don’t look familiar. New in town?”
I nod, reaching for my cup of coffee. The warmth from the ceramic seeps into my grasp, spreading up my hands. “Just stopping for a meal.” I keep my tone neutral, hoping to not alarm her. “Not poaching land.”
Sadness sweeps across her face, quickly replaced by good humor. “You don’t need to worry about that. There’s no claim here.”
My eyebrows jump up my forehead. “Really?” She nods and a stillness steals over me. How could she be a lone wolf on her own? Or are there others but no alpha? 
Innate instinct creeps up, startling me with the depth of desire coiling in my gut. The need to rule and dominate other wolves washes through me, surprising me with its ferocity. She will bow to my wolf.
Where the hell did that come from? I’m not eager to lead a pack, nor do I know enough to keep one safe.
After a slight hesitation, a warm invitation crosses her face. “Sure you don’t want to stay in town a while? Get to know the area? There’s lots of open ground to run.”
A feeling of home, so long suppressed under Romeo’s lead, warms my heart. “Maybe I will.” Impulsively, I extend a hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Jon.”
That adorable blush I noticed earlier comes back, spreading up her neck as she reaches for my hand. Hers eyes dart toward the floor before briefly returning to me and flitting away. “Raine.”
Oh, she’s familiar with a pack, all right. That was definitely a submissive wolf reaction. “Pretty name for an even prettier lady.”
She smiles, a flirtatious look lighting her eyes. “Thanks. Now, what can I get you to eat?”
My stomach grumbles right on cue. I laugh, the stress from Manitoba rolling off my shoulders like it never existed. “I’ll start with two steaks. Medium rare, please.”
She winks and nods, sashaying her hips as she walks away to place my order.  
About fifteen minutes later, Raine returns with my meal. I clear my throat as the full platter slides across the table. “You wouldn’t know of any place hiring, would you?”
“Are you okay with manual labor?” Her dark blue eyes linger on my torso as I nod. “There’s a huge construction boom in the county. Good money. If you don’t own tools you could hire on to an existing crew or find landscaping work pretty easy.”
I studied botany at James Madison University, the campus farther south, where the werewolf attack changed my life forever. My dream at school was to someday own a nursery and landscaping company. Hope for a new life blossoms in me for the first time since leaving Canada. Maybe it was fate that brought me back to Virginia. “Does the diner keep a recent newspaper behind the counter?”
 



 
Chapter Three
 
I start work immediately with a local landscaper and am quickly promoted to leading a crew—my knowledge of plants and ability to speak Spanish the driving forces behind the advancement. Today is Friday and I plan to ask out the cute waitress for dinner. I had breakfast at the diner this morning, when she first arrived at work, so I know she’s got the evening shift off.
The bell over the door jingles when I enter, sending my nerves into overdrive. A warm smile lights Raine’s face when she sees me.
“Nice to see you again, Jon.” She glances at her watch. “My shift is almost over.” A faint flash of disappoint flashes over her features. “Damn. Looks like someone else will serve you.”
“I was hoping you might join me for dinner.” I clear my throat, nervous for the first time in months. “You know—someplace else—not here. Like a date.”
Raine glances down my body, noting my freshly changed clothes. “I’d like that, Jon.” The gleam in her eye turns predatory, triggering an answering heat low in my middle. “I’ve only got a casual sundress with me, is that okay?”
“You could be dressed in rags and I’d still be happy to take you out.”
“Aren’t you sweet.” She smiles, the humor only halfway reaching her eyes. “Give me ten minutes.”
The young Were retreats to the back hall where the employee lockers stand near the manager’s office. There was a lurking sadness in her eyes when she agreed to dinner. I hope over our meal I can coax out of her whatever brought it on. My wolf wants to make her mine, and the human part of me doesn’t quite know what to do with the new urges.
 
 
The noise of the Blue Ridge Grill fades into the background as I watch Raine polish off her second burger. “For a tiny little thing, you sure can keep up.” My face freezes in horror as I realize I just told the attractive woman I brought to dinner that she eats a lot.
Raine’s laughter trips from her lips in the first show of genuine humor I’ve seen from her all night. “Oh my God—you should see your face right now, Jon. Classic!” She wipes the tears from her eyes with the end of her napkin. “No one would accuse you of being a silver-tongued devil, that’s for sure.” She smiles to show she’s teasing then shrugs a slim shoulder under her pale blue sundress. “What can I say? I work so much it’s hard to keep the pounds on.” Her face sobers, the humor draining as fast as it came, and she looks away. “We do have an excellent metabolism.”
Something doesn’t add up. Waitressing might be hard work and a lot of hours on your feet, but a healthy werewolf who eats like she just did shouldn’t be waif-like thin. Maybe she has a second job. Trying to make ends meet on tips can’t be easy. Especially without a pack for support or a werewolf roomie to share the rent.
I want to ask how she’s doing financially, curious if she does indeed have a second job and why, but something holds me back. We don’t know each other well enough for me to start prying, and asking might scare her off. If I want to start over here in Virginia, I’ll need to slowly bring wolves to me, and that won’t happen if I come on too strong.
Slowly bring wolves to me? Where the hell are these thoughts coming from? That sounds a lot like alpha tendencies rearing an ugly head. Am I ready for my own pack? After Manitoba, I sure as hell don’t want to join another one. Could I become a true alpha and protect others of my kind?
The memories of Romeo—breaking up fights, mentoring others unhappy with their dual nature, and financially supporting ones who needed it—flare bright across my mind. We may have clashed, but he took good care of his wolves.
No, I’m not ready for another pack, even one of my own. Maybe that will change in the coming months, who knows.
After a moment, Raine’s tinge of sadness disappears and a slow seductive smile crosses her face. The sexual pheromones I’ve suppressed all week seep out little by little. There’s no denying that even sad, she’s delectable to my raging libido. Raine’s bare foot rubs my calf toward my knee. Instantly, the room narrows to the beguiling young woman and her seductive smile. Her arousal taints the air, calling me to act.
I reach across the distance between us and pull her slim fingers to my lips. “I could just eat you up.”
Her brows rise. “Really, now?” A saucy superiority burns from her eyes. “You sound suspiciously like the Big Bad Wolf hitting on Red Riding Hood.”
A sharp bark of laughter erupts from me, breaking the tension. I really suck at flirting. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” Resigned to the fact we may not have any fun tonight if based on my flirting skills, and her wandering foot could be her way of teasing, I rise from the table and offer my hand. “Want to go out for a night cap or should you take me back to my jeep at the diner?”
“I know of a nice bar in downtown Leesburg.” She winks and takes my hand. “It’s not far.”
Hope stirs in my heart as we exit the restaurant. Maybe things are picking up.
 
 
An hour later in a dimly lit bar, there’s no way I’m mistaking Raine’s intentions. She’s been stroking my growing erection through my jeans for the last ten minutes. Randy bitch—and I say that with the utmost respect for the fascinating werewolf—just nibbled on my ear and told me to kiss her.
I stare into her midnight blue depths and whisper, “Not here.” I brush my lips faintly over hers, promising more to come in private. I’ve never been one for public displays of affection and I don’t want our first kiss to be surrounded by strangers.
She nods and stands, adjusting her dress as she rises. The shift of fabric releases her aroused scent into the air. A hard fist of want punches me in the gut, requiring me to use all the restraint I possess to not dart out the doors toward the parking lot, dragging the tempting woman with me.
The steady sexual partners available in a large wolf pack are both a curse and a blessing. On one hand, having an increased libido and a host of willing single partners is great. On the other, trying to establish any kind of true intimacy or a real relationship is next to impossible. 
Maybe that’s why many Weres find their life mates outside their pack. Summer hunting expeditions, the rare regional pack gatherings I’ve heard tales of, or dating humans seem to be the best way to find a lifelong mate. No one ever mentioned the idea of two loners, like me and Raine, hooking up—but it certainly seems possible now that I’m living it.
The late May night wraps its moist hold around us as we exit the bar and make our way to Riane’s car. Short pants of breath reach my ears in the dark, indicating she’s as turned on as I am at the prospect of being together. Her warm hand links with mine as hot coils of anticipation writhe in my gut.
Raine tugs our clasped hands, changing our direction from her car door to the nose of her vehicle, where the shadows from the building lie deep. She presses my back against the wood siding, leaning in to kiss me. Our raging desires, carefully held in check inside the bar, explode. Her hot mouth latches onto mine as her soft body molds to my front.
Eager hands reach under my t-shirt, lingering over my abs on their path upward. Raine breaks our kiss, whispering in a husky voice, “My, my, my, Jon.” Her nimble fingers find my hardened nipples and she tweaks them with a twist. “You’re hiding quite a nice body under here.”
Heat races over me, along with a flash of Lori touching me like this a mere two weeks ago. I clasp her hands, settling mine firmly over hers to help block the unwanted memories. “What do you expect from a man who works outside for a living? A soft body and pasty complexion?”
The sexy Were nips my bottom lip lightly. “I guess I wasn’t expecting you to be so… hard.” Her hand slips free of my hold and skims down to cup my erection through my pants.
A soft growl erupts from me as I pivot, reversing our position and pinning her supple body to the wall. “You like to move fast, don’t you, Raine?” I press forward with my hips, rubbing my arousal against her middle, effectively pushing her hand away as well. 
I bow to gently bite the tender flesh between her ear and shoulder. “All ‘pretty in pink’ in that waitress outfit…” Another nip to her heated flesh draws a gasp from the young woman. “I never would’ve expected the fire…”
She reaches two hands to grab my hair, pulling me up to her mouth. “Well then, Jon, looks like you underestimated me.” Raine plasters her mouth to mine, ratcheting up my already raised hormones. Lust courses through me, pushing to barrel ahead, to take her—wherever she wants me—even if it’s in a parking lot.
In a few moments our kiss breaks, leaving us both panting and grasping at the other’s body, desperate to rein our passion despite the waves of desire crashing over us. “Want to come back to my place?” she asks. There’s a desperate edge to her voice that gives me pause. “It’s out past Purcellville.”
It would be so easy to take her offer. To follow her the distance to wherever she lives and make love to her all night. But things went fast with Lori, too. And look where that got me—dangling on the end of her raw sex appeal and oblivious to her baser nature of a two-timing horny Were.
I take a small step back and reach up to cup Raine’s cheeks in my hands. “Would you hate me if I said ‘no’?” Confusion mixes with the lust in her eyes. “I like you, Raine.” I kiss her again.  “I want to go slow.”
Her spine straightens. “Uh… what?”  She makes a last grab for my pants. “You want me. Why deny it?” She wraps a hot hand over me and begins to stroke. “We can make all the noise we want and no one will hear us.” A cold, evaluating look comes into her eyes, making me wonder why she’s so desperate for my attention.
I kiss her once more, ignoring the warning bells that she could be another manipulating she-wolf out to break my heart, and pour my pent up sexual frustration into the kiss before I break away. “I definitely want you.” My breath pants in the darkness as I seek her eyes in the dim light. “You know that, right? You deserve more than a night of lust on our first date—we deserve more.” Her calculating look fades, to be replaced by one of disbelief. “I want to make a life here, and I’d like to see if that can be a life that has you in it for longer than just a few hours of sex.”
Raine slumps against the wall, her aggression and passion draining out of her at my words. “Wow, you really know how to take the wind out of a girl’s sail—but, in a classy sort of way.” She runs a hand through her short hair, pushing it back from her face. A small smile lights her features in the night. “At least I know you want me and it could lead to more.”
“What do you say?” I can’t believe I’m talking this woman out of jumping my bones, but until I get to know her better, it’s for the best. “Want to go on a second date?”
Her face closes and she looks into the distance. “Sure. I might be up for a going out again.”
 



 
Chapter Four
 
Next week I ask her out again. “How about it, Riane? Ready for date number two?” I wiggle my eyebrows suggestively, hoping to make her smile.
She’s been distant the past few days when I visited the diner to eat. Something has changed on her end, and I’m not sure what. 
Her eyes dart away before she answers. “Sorry, Jon, I’m busy tonight.”
My stomach plummets. “How about tomorrow?”
A sadness creeps into her gaze as she shakes her head. “I’m busy all weekend. Sorry.”
I nod as she leaves to wait on a customer, taking her refusal like an adult, but curious to find out what happened. She was climbing all over me last Friday. It makes no sense. 
I’ve eaten at the diner every day, even if Raine wasn’t working. Some days we don’t get to do more than exchange a few pleasantries, but it’s worth it. Being in her presence soothes me. I’ve never been away from other wolves for this long and hadn’t realized how much I needed her companionship. 
Last week our flirting was intense. But I was still too raw from Lori’s betrayal to want to leap into anything—did I screw things up by waiting too long to ask her out again? Getting to know her through casual conversation felt refreshing, something I lacked with every other wolf I’d been with prior. 
I wasn’t ready to follow through on the lust we explored on our first date. But now I am. I’ve rented a small apartment and acquired some decent furnishings. I have the beginnings of my own den to share. We may not turn into anything permanent, but I aim to find out.
There’s something about the young woman that calls to me. Resigned to the fact she said no for tonight, I grab a free spot at the counter and settle in for dinner. Determined to not act like a jerk, I wave to the young Were when she glances my way. Her shoulders relax and her face softens. She’s pinned her short dark hair behind her ears with butterfly barrettes, the style making her look even younger than her twenty-one years.
Unlike the robust health and curves of Lori, and most of the other female Weres in Manitoba, Raine has a delicacy to her. I’m not normally attracted to overly slender women, but she pulls my protective alpha nature to the surface. I want to coddle and cosset her, protect her from harm and wrap myself around her while she sleeps.
Every time she walks past me, my wolf leaps to the surface, eager to rub against her for companionship. I like this casual state of arousal I’m in when around her. My senses feel heightened and the world looks fresher. Is it being free from the burden of the Manitoba pack or the stirrings of what will be a brighter future here in Virginia?
My meal arrives and the smell of homemade cobbler drifting from the kitchen reminds me of home with my folks. Could I approach them now that I’m stronger and no longer a risk to their safety? Was Romeo’s suggestion of severing all contact with family truly the only option available? I tamp down the slow burn of anger coiling in my gut. No purpose in dwelling on the past.
Raine’s eyes lock with mine across the length of the counter. She’s pouring coffee for a patron, allowing her attention to wander my way. I deliberately focus on lustful thoughts, encouraging my sexual pheromones to blanket the air. Raine becomes distracted by the scent, and over pours, spilling coffee to the saucer below the cup. 
Her face flushes while she reaches for extra napkins, her eyes flick my way, a desperate edge in their depths. She finishes cleaning and scurries to the back room, avoiding me. Interesting reaction. I wonder what has her so jumpy. Female Weres don’t normally react to an alpha’s heat by running away. Within a few heartbeats everyone near me is smiling, their sexual energies higher than normal. I tone down the pressure; worried I may have overplayed my hand. 
She’s a tough nut to crack. 
Are you going to let a scrumptious werewolf ripe for the picking slip from your grasp so easily?
Damn. I’m used to female werewolves chasing me. This hard-to-get crap is a whole new experience, especially after her blatant invitation in the parking lot.
You could have bruised her ego when you turned her down. 
But then why the flirting since then? 
Are you an alpha or a puppy? Show her what you want.
Decision made, I toss my napkin on my plate and make my way to the back hallway. The tingling awareness of hunting prey stretches across my skin, enticing my wolf to draw closer to the surface. This is fun.
Wait a minute—there’s a back door at the end of the corridor I was unaware of. Hmm… I wonder if she was planning to slip out unseen to avoid me. Definitely time to find out what the hell is going on.
The ladies room door opens three feet away and Raine emerges. She’s changed into a snug pair of hip-hugging jeans and a tight t-shirt. A strip of honey colored skin is exposed between the two, the flat planes of her stomach teasing me to touch. A small squeak escapes her when she sees me.
I push out sexual lust when I whisper her name. “Hi, Raine.” She shudders at the sound. “You weren’t going to ditch me without saying goodnight, were you?”
She stumbles away to press against the rear door. “Uh… no. I have to be somewhere.” Her breath huffs out, her gaze sliding away from me, to her escape.
I nod, shifting position against the wall, bringing her attention back to me without having to step any closer.  “You seem to be avoiding me lately. Then the refusal for another date. What’s going on?”
The scent of her arousal drifts in the air toward me, proving she’s not as unaffected by me as she’d like me to believe. “Can you tone down the sexual vibe?” Her voice cracks with the strain. “I’m barely hanging by a thread here.”
Immediately I cut off the outpouring of pheromones. The air clears in the space of a few heartbeats. “Done. Now, come clean. I know you’re interested and yet you’ve refused me for a second date. Did you lie about having a boyfriend?” 
A shadow crosses her face. “No, I don’t have a boyfriend, that was true. I just changed my mind about going out with you again so soon.”
Her puckered nipples strain against the tight fabric of her shirt. Her breasts are small enough that she doesn’t need a bra. Not wearing one works to my advantage—she can’t hide her response to me. 
A slow smile spreads across my mouth. I glance down at her chest and back up, purposely calling attention to her arousal. “Really? Your body begs to differ.”
Heat suffuses her cheeks. She shrugs and her tone comes out flat. “We can’t always get what we want.”
I push off the wall and cross the hall to stand in front of her. “What happened, Raine? Last week you invited me back to your place.”
Her eyes flick to the door again, her discomfort at my nearness quite clear. “And you refused!” One tiny hand lifts to my chest, halting my advance when I would have pressed against her. “It turned out to be for the best.” Her face shuts down. “I need to go.”
The metallic click of the releasing door lock shatters the silence, spurring me into action at the sight of her disappearing form. I’m not giving up without a fight. I feel something for her dammit, even if I’m not sure what it is.
“Raine, wait!” I rush after her, catching the door before it closes, and leap down the three stairs to the back parking lot.
She turns, keys clutched in her hand, ready to get in her car. The anguish on her face fuels me forward. I close the space and pull her stiff form into my arms. Before I have a chance to think things through, I lower my lips to hers and capture her mouth in a kiss.
 Ignoring the desire to plunder her softness, I hold back my animal instincts, tasting her sweetness in a tender brush of skin on skin. A spark of yearning burns between us and I deepen my pressure, gently running my tongue along her lower lip. With a soft moan she succumbs, opening her mouth to mine as stress melts from her body.
Running a hand over her silky cap of hair, I lightly cup her skull, angling her head for better access. Eager for more, my tongue ventures inside, licking her top teeth and sparring with her own shy advances.
Very soon our ragged breathing is the only sound in the deserted lot. I playfully nip her bottom lip and an anguished cry rips from her throat, right before she pushes me away. 
“I like you, Jon. A lot.” She raises a stiff arm to hold me at a distance. “But there are things going on that you’re unaware of.”
The passion boiling through my veins makes my voice harsher than I’d like. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”  
She jolts, like I’ve physically smacked her. Fear skitters across her face, chased away by firm resolve. “You need to leave northern Virginia.” She yanks open her car door and rushes inside. The engine turns over while I stand with my mouth agape. “Trust me. It’s for your own good.”
 



 
Chapter Five
 
I sit in my jeep for thirty minutes, contemplating what the hell just happened. I know I didn’t misread her attraction; our scorching hot kisses prove there’s chemistry on both sides. Could she have some crazy ex-boyfriend stalking her and she lied to spare me the drama of having to face the nutjob? 
A snort huffs through my nose. Highly unlikely a werewolf would worry about that kind of crap.
Or could she currently be involved with someone and she lied about being available? That idea rings more true than the first. But why sound so doom and gloom and cryptic, telling me it was better if I left for my own good? I shake my head, reining in the angry impulse to punch the steering wheel.
She said I didn’t have to worry about poaching on existing pack territory, but how is it possible she’s living as a lone wolf in an area I know is inhabited with other werewolves. I was attacked on campus by a werewolf only a few hours from here. Romeo and Elsa had been traveling on business when they heard of my bizarre animal attack.
The couple’s outrageous explanation of my wounds sunk in only after I witnessed my own body healing at an unreal speed. They assured me the attacking wolf had been dealt with by the local pack. Could Loudoun County, just a little ways north in the same state, have lone wolves and no ruling pack? Doesn’t seem likely. And yet I was all too ready to swallow that line when Raine fed it to me. I grip the wheel in frustration, wishing I could rip it out and toss it through the darkening parking lot. 
I want to call Romeo and ask advice, but can’t risk it. There’s no way he’s ready to talk to me after the scene I made when leaving. I should be grateful he hasn’t sent pack members out to haul my ass back to the fold. Maybe it’s the whole alpha thing. He could be relieved I left because now we wouldn’t have any physical confrontation.
Dammit! I punch the dash, my rage getting the best of me. If I hadn’t stood frozen in shock I could have followed Raine and questioned her further. I’ll have to wait until she’s working again to corner her. 
I’m not a quitter. I’ll be damned if I walk away from her without a real reason.
That look on her face when I asked what was going on haunts me. Her slight recoil and the subsequent fear mean something. Resigned to the fact I won’t get any answers tonight, I head home, determined to discover the truth.
 
Raine hasn’t been at work for two days. Since I know which car is hers, I cruise by several times a day looking for it. At first I worried maybe she had someone drop her off, or borrowed someone else’s car, just to avoid me. A casual stroll from me past the large windows to check out the wait staff working each shift confirmed she wasn’t there. I even searched for her scent on the back stairs. Nothing.
When I finally see her battered Honda late on Sunday relief sweeps through me. Should I approach her inside at work, wait out here for the end of her shift, or just follow her home? My attempt to talk to her in the parking lot a few days ago didn’t go well and I’m acutely aware the second option of following her home skirts perilously close to stalker behavior.  Well, my actions of driving by several times a day were stalkerish, too, and that didn’t stop me.
Before I decide on a suitable plan, the back door swings open and Raine walks down the steps. Her shoulders hunch forward and her thin arms wrap around her middle like she’s cold despite the high temperatures hitting on the first day of June. She’s not dressed for work and heads directly to her car, not sparing a glance around the lot in her haste. 
Looks like my only option is the scary stalker following her home.
My jeep idles on the side of the road with the windows up. With any luck she won’t smell I’m here and I’ll be able to follow her. I slide down in the seat when she turns onto the road, waiting a few seconds before straightening and following. I ease off the shoulder and tail her car at a discrete distance. She continues on 15 South toward Purcellville. After a dozen or so miles, Raine takes the exit for town. I follow a hundred yards behind, glad it’s not full dark yet when headlights could give away my position.
She takes a lot of turns, leading me deeper into undeveloped farmland and away from the construction sites mushrooming all over Loudoun County. She turns onto a long gravel drive. Thick trees and deep underbrush hide any glimpse of a house, and her bumper disappears beyond a bend as I pass the mouth of the driveway. Unwilling to risk discovery, I pull over a quarter of a mile past the entrance and shut off the jeep.
No other homes are close by. I roll down the window to sample the air. Scents of fertile dirt, new plant growth, and fresh horse manure stream in. Man, we are isolated—about three turns back we crossed into what I call the boonies. This is what I’ve heard the locals affectionately refer to as “horse country.” Living most of my life in southern Virginia, I’m no stranger to desolate farmland, but to find it close to an area with one of the biggest construction booms in the state feels surreal.
The wind shifts and the pungent odor of wolves drifts over the lowered glass. My gut tightens in response. Lone wolf, my ass. There’s a pack in this area and I’ve just stumbled onto their den. Why in the hell did she lie to me?
I quietly exit the jeep, keenly aware that walking uninvited onto their property could be the stupidest thing I’ve done in my life to date. 
Is this the place she invited me to last week? Her being part of a pack changes the meaning of why she acted the way she did. 
She’s hiding something. 
And as I slip into the dense greenery next to the driveway, my heart hardens with resolve—I intend to find out exactly what she’s concealing.
Recent rain has left the ground spongy, making my every step absorbed by plump soil and new plants. The sun set while I trailed Raine to this isolated location, and the long twilight of late spring creates deep shadows between the thin trunks and undergrowth.
In a third of a mile or so, glimpses of red brick and a metal roof wink through the dense vegetation. Within a few minutes a huge structure and several smaller outbuildings come into view. Three stories high with a gabled roof and arched windows, the main house resembles a McMansion on steroids. 
The new homes where I’ve been working don’t even compare, and I thought those houses were huge. Either her pack is doing much better than Romeo’s in Manitoba or this isn’t their home.
The breeze shifts and the strong stink of werewolf lifts to reveal a fainter scent underneath. Blood cools in my veins as I realize I’ve encountered the odor before. It’s the unmistakable stench of vampire. 
Is this a vampire house and the wolves live here as well?
I tamp down my confusion and skirt the edge of the woods, slowly making my way onto the neatly trimmed grass, angling toward a far corner of the house.
A large detached garage comes into view with an array of expensive cars parked on the gravel. I see hood and grill ornaments for Mercedes, Lexus, and Porsche. Either they’ve got company or Raine’s pack drives luxury cars. Her tiny battered Honda sits off near an even larger, one-story outbuilding farthest away.
I ease behind the garage, casually drifting from one darkened location to the next. Despite the obvious signs of habitation, no one walks the grounds nor do I see any movement through the windows. Huh. Wonder where everyone is?
I approach Raine’s car, her familiar scent filling my nostrils. A quick glance reveals the car lies empty without even a candy wrapper to clutter its neatness. The area near her car door holds the strongest trace of her, the trail leading toward the large house, not one of the other outlying cottages or sheds.
I tense, unsure if the course I’ve taken in coming here is the wisest choice. I’m all alone and have no idea what I’ll be facing. I shrug off my discomfort and follow Raine’s last steps. I’ve come this far, might as well see it through to the end. 
Like I suspected, she went to the backdoor of the main house. Sounds of local wildlife from the dense woods surrounding the house are strangely absent, as if they sensed my predator presence and refrained from further display. Before I decide to try the knob or knock, a groan meets my ears. The sound issues from the right, around the corner of the imposing brick façade. 
I press my back to the sun-warmed surface and slink quietly along the outside wall, easing toward the noise.  A large bay window protrudes, its panes free of fabric, allowing inhabitants a clear view of the peaceful woods beyond. The design style also offers me an unhindered view inside.
Two men in tuxedos stand with their backs to me, their attention focused on the dining room table before them. One brown-haired man stands taller than the other one with black hair. The shorter man leans forward, eagerness apparent in his body language. I follow his gaze and barely stifle my surprise in time. 
Raine sits on the polished mahogany surface, knees spread to bracket her thighs outside the hips of a third tuxedo-clad man standing in front of her, leaning over her neck. Her head is tipped back, leaving her delicate throat exposed to the man’s attentions.
His dark blond head angles across her throat. He appears to be kissing the skin there.
She groans again and the sound cuts through my heart like a knife. All this time I thought she wanted me, desired me as a possible mate. What an idiot I’ve been.
The man roughly pulls down the neck of her t-shirt to expose her breast. He grabs her flesh, squeezing hard. Raine gasps and thrashes her head to the side, allowing me to see her eyes are scrunched tightly closed, a look of discomfort showing in her features.
I jerk in surprise when one of the men, the taller one with brown hair, near the partly opened window speaks. “Go easy on her, Nathaniel.” His voice holds strength and the man kissing Raine’s neck loosens his hold on her small breast. “She donated last Wednesday and I’ll not have you draining her more than necessary. She’s a favorite of Dominic’s and he’s scheduled her for Friday.”
A faint whiff of blood billows from under the wooden pane and fear grips my gut. As if confirming my horrified thoughts, a thin trail of red seeps down the young woman’s skin, collecting in the hollow of her throat.
Dear God. They’re vampires feeding off Raine. 
By the casual sound of the tall man’s comments, it must be a normal occurrence. Panic clogs my throat as I stand frozen in place, unable to turn away from the horrible display and afraid to move and be discovered.
Nathaniel ignores the vampire by the window, instead pressing a palm roughly between Raines legs, groping her through her jeans. She bucks at the added stimulation, a look of disgust crossing her face at her body’s betrayal.
The second man standing near the window chuckles. “You’re losing your touch, old man. She doesn’t look like she’s enjoying it.”
Nathaniel raises his bloody mouth, feral eyes focusing on the man who spoke. Without a glance back at Raine, he slips his hand into her pants for a more intimate caress. “Want to wager who can get her off faster?”
Raine’s eyes fly open and she looks toward the window, her eyes seeking out the tall brown-haired man who warned off Nathanial. She shakes her head side to side, fighting what the man’s ministrations are making her feel.
A low growl starts deep in my throat. The alpha instinct to protect rages to the surface at her look of utter dejection and humiliation. 
In a lightning fast move, the two men by the window spin around. The tall one leaps through the glass, tackling me. 
Strong hands pin me to the ground as a rabid face full of dripping fangs leans toward me.
“And who do we have here?” The vampire sniffs the air near my neck. “You’re the werewolf Raine was with earlier. The one she said left town no matter how she tempted him to stay.” 
I push up with my hips, trying to buck off the creature. We thrash until he grasps both my hands in his, pinning them above my head as if I were a weak child. The look on his maddened face sends additional adrenaline streaming through my body, pushing my inner wolf into a fight response.
The change boils under my skin, the wolf struggling to break my hold and meet this new threat. A growl of fury erupts from my throat as I brace to rip off his face with my teeth. The change begins and my jaw elongates into a muzzle full of sharp teeth. I lash out, snapping at the grinning vampire.
He avoids my attack and punches me in the face, harder than I’ve ever felt from an enraged Were. It momentarily halts my change, stunning me with the pain. He laughs and hits me again, effectively ending my retaliation.
“Come and join me, Thomas,” my captor calls over his shoulder. “This one’s fresh—and on the house.”
The second vampire jumps through the window to crouch next to my side. Raine’s scream of “no!” is the last thing to penetrate my consciousness as two sets of fangs descend upon me.
 



 
Chapter Six
 
Pain radiates through my skull as my surroundings slowly come into focus. I’m lying on a cold, gritty floor. Weakness drags at my limbs, making it hard to raise my head. What the hell happened?
In a flash, the memory of intense pain and fear spiral through me, drawing a hard shudder in response.
A rustle nearby draws my attention to a blurry figure a few feet away. “Thank God,”   Raine’s concerned voice reaches me. “You’re finally awake.” She sounds strained and nervous. Considering she’s living with a group of blood sucking parasites—ones that will apparently jump on anything on their property and suck it almost dry—I can sympathize. 
A cup is pressed to my lips, while a gentle hand slips behind my head to support me. “Here. Drink this.”
Warm water flavored with something lemony trickles past my cracked lips. “If we get fluids in you it should speed up your healing.” Despair clouds her pretty gaze. “Why? Why did you follow me, you stupid bastard?”
I sputter, but continue to drink. She takes the empty mug away and refills it from a nearby pitcher. I struggle to a seated position, finding my actions slowed by chains binding my limbs loosely to the wall behind me. 
My vision clears as I glance around the room. Dim light from the naked overhead bulb does nothing to enhance the starkly empty space. Or should I call it a cell? The cinderblock walls and steel door emphasize my assumption. 
What the fuck is going on here? 
My coordination slowly returns and I reach for the full mug she’s offering. I gulp half the contents before bothering to respond her question. “You really think my following you is the biggest issue to discuss, right now? What is this place?”
Raine settles on the floor next to me, resting the carafe on one splayed thigh. “I used to call it Hell.” She smirks and meets my eye. “But after meeting you, and dreaming about freedom, I realize this place is worse.”
I drain the cup and reach for the pitcher. “Worse than Hell?” I pour the tangy water, eager for more as my strength returns. “Sitting chained to a wall after being drained by two vampires... well, it’s not Hell but it’s not great, either.”
Tears trickle down the young woman’s face. “What would you call it after five years? What would you call it when you watch your friends die? What would you call it when you’re forced to lure more of your kind here?”
“That depends. What exactly is ‘here’?”
Raine looks toward the partially open door, her gaze distant and sad. “It’s a pretty prison. Not this room, obviously, but the big house. A prison decorated with lavish parties and forced entertaining.” 
I drink my lemon water, which is strangely making me feel a lot better than one would expect, and watch a shiver run over her. “This blood brothel is run by Cecil Davies. He’s a vampire addicted to Were blood.”
“Addicted to Were blood? A blood brothel? I didn’t know the first was possible or the second even existed.”
She looks at me and shakes her head in remorse. “Apparently the addiction is more common than I would’ve have guessed. Cecil has my whole pack bound to him as vampire servants. We can’t refuse his commands—even ones that go against every fiber of our being.”
Her overly flirtatious behavior when I first pulled into town makes more sense. She was ordered to bring more werewolves to feed this vampire’s addiction. Maybe ordered to flirt with me as well. 
“I don’t understand. How many of you are here? How much blood can one vampire drink?”
“I don’t know how much they can drink at once, but several feedings too close together have killed quite a few of us. Our pack was small to begin with, only twenty. Half of them died in the last eighteen months.” She trails off and hangs her head, staring at the floor. “But I’ve brought in nine more over the years—three of which also died. And I’m not the only wolf bringing in victims.”
A chill creeps down my spine. She meant to lead me here, just like the others. But she also warned me, telling me to leave town. Something doesn’t add up. How did she resist her orders to bring me in?
“How did you lie to him about me?” 
“I’m not sure. There is the obvious compulsion to obey burned into my brain, but apparently I could lie just enough regarding you to make him believe me.” She looks at me with longing. “I wondered if it might mean we were destined to be… more to each other… if the situation was different.”
 My mind whirls, desperate to figure out a plan to save these wolves and myself. What is Cecil’s security like? I recall two who attacked me as a third stood close by, feeding on Raine. “How many vampires live here?”
“Just him. The others come and pay to feast on werewolf blood... among other things. They use us like rag dolls, knowing we can heal from any damage they dole out.”
Sickness coils in my stomach at the thought of all these people held against their will and made to service any vampire with enough money. 
“How did all this happen? Where is your alpha? What happened to him and his mate?”
A sad look crosses her face as she fills my mug once more. “He was the third one taken. After that we all dropped like flies, bound to his call as our leader.”
“Third? That means he knew what was going on...and...” The bastard led them into this Hell.
“Yes. He knew. He had no choice.”
“Really, no choice?” I haven’t even met the guy and I’m not sure I like him. 
“He told me later that he’d hoped we’d ban together and overpower the vampire... Somehow find a way out.”
Disgust crosses my face at the situation she’s describing. How could’ve it gotten so bad, so fast?
As if sensing my unease in the facts laid out, she continues. “First, the creature took his eight year old daughter.” Her words drive a spike through my heart. “When his wife tried to find her, against her mate’s orders, she was abducted as well.” A heavy sigh escapes her and she sags against the cold wall, exhaustion and defeat etched into her skin. “By then it was too late for little Pamela. She’d lost too much blood to Cecil’s addiction and couldn’t bounce back.” She motions to the pitcher, with the strange lime-lemon tasting water. “We found out about the blood replenishing additives later.”
Power floods my limbs at her mention of the drink. I gesture with my cup. “What’s in it?”
“I don’t know for sure. We grow the plants out back at the vampire’s direction. But he won’t let us give them to Cliff and Kristin, our alphas.” Sadness crosses her face. “My sister, Jennifer, was killed when she tried to sneak the herbs to them. Cecil keeps them chained and weak for a reason. I think together they would eventually overpower him. Their draining is very specific; they aren’t used at the main house, but depleted here in the cells. He makes sure they remain on the cusp of death.”
The return of my strength encourages me to test the chains binding me to the wall. A slight tug loosens their hold in the stone, confirming my suspicions. The water is working on me the same way it would work for Cliff and Kristin. In ten minutes I’m back to normal, like my blood loss never happened.
Raine reaches out a hand and touches my forehead. “Your gash, from the fight—it’s gone already.” Confusion mars her features. “It would normally take hours after that much blood loss to heal perfectly, even with the herbal-infused water.” She gasps and hope lights her eyes. “Oh my God. Are you an alpha? That’s the only thing that would explain it.”
I nod, staring deep into her eyes. “Yes, I am.” I wrap the chains around my fists. “You know what that means, don’t you?”
“What?”
I rip the chains from the walls and stand. “I’m going to get us the hell out of here and find a way to save everyone.”
Raine’s hand flies to her throat, her mind whirring behind her startled eyes. “You’ve got to get out quick. Before he checks on you.” She scuttles toward the door, gesturing me to follow. “I’ll show you through a back door they can’t see from the house.” She checks the watch on her wrist. “You’ve got very little leeway until he’ll come to test your recovery time. If he suspected you were an alpha he never would have ordered the enhanced water.”
“You’re coming with me, right?” We glance up and down the hall and then scurry along the deserted passageway to a dimly lit staircase leading up.
“No, I can’t,” she whispers. “If he suspects I’ve helped you he’ll kill one of my packmates in retaliation.” We make our way to the top and down another dark hallway leading to a back door. “Each of us knows the penalty for running when we’re let out to work and attract other Weres to his net.” She faces me at the threshold, rising up to kiss me lightly on the mouth. “I’m so sorry I got you into this. You’re our only hope. Get out and find help. Even the local police if you have to—anyone!”
A grim expression settles on my face. “I won’t let you down. No matter what.”
A sound from the front of the building draws Raine around. “You don’t have much time. He will follow your scent trail. He’ll come after you even outside the property. I’ve seen him do it to non-pack wolves before.” She grabs me and kisses me, desperation seeping from her pores like cheap cologne. “Be careful.”
Without another word, she slinks down the passage while I creep silently out the backdoor. The light from the moon reveals I’m near the rear of the property, the outline of the mansion looming way too close for comfort. I angle deep into the woods, hoping to come out near my jeep parked along the main road.
My beating heart thunders in my ears as I slip between the tree trunks, trying my best to make as little noise as possible. The urge to run as a wolf burns under my skin, tempting me to succumb to the raw fear pulsing through my veins to let the animal side take control of my safety. A shout sounds far behind me and it takes every ounce of restraint I possess to maintain human shape. I can’t waste time changing back to a human and I can’t drive in furry form.
Increasing my pace, I emerge from the dense growth, unsure if I’m being pursued or if my overactive imagination fears the worst.
Unwilling to waste any time finding out, I hightail it to my jeep. I’m seized by a momentary blinding panic when I realize my wallet, keys, and cell phone are missing from my pockets. What the hell was I thinking? That they wouldn’t search me and take my stuff? Sure, let’s kidnap someone and give them access to their car keys and cell phone, just to make things interesting. 
Fucking idiot!
Relief surges through me as I recall the backup set. I lost my keys on a job site and had the foresight to stash a second set in the spare tire hanging on the back.
I dig them out and scramble into the jeep, turning the engine over—the noise shockingly loud in the quiet night. I pull away from the side of the road, returning the way I came, when a figure steps out from the trees directly into the jeep’s path.
I fumble in the darkness and turn on the headlights, flooding the night with the harsh blue-white of the halogen bulbs. The angry face of Cecil, fangs extended, fury etched in every feature, leaps into clarity, pulling a startled shriek from me.
Instead of swerving, I punch the gas, heading straight for the son of a bitch. Hatred burns in his maddened gaze as he jumps to the side, just missing my front left fender. I floor it, getting the heck out as fast as I can, my pulse drumming loudly through my ears.
Glancing constantly in the rearview mirror, I sigh in relief when I reach Route 7. 
Holy shit. What have I gotten myself into? 
It’s only when I cross the city limits into Leesburg does it hit me: that bloodsucker has my wallet and knows where I live.
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
I stop at my new apartment, throwing every piece of clothing and anything lying around into bags— including a handful of cash, my bills, and my passport—eager to get back on the road. How much time do I have? Where can I go? Leesburg is close to the West Virginia border. Maybe I’ll find a pack there willing to help.
Once again, having no way to connect with fellow werewolves through an organized system leaves me at a disadvantage. 
You’re going to beat that dead horse over and over, aren’t you? You could call Romeo and ask for help, you arrogant bastard.
Good point. And I will call him. When it’s broad daylight, where there’s no fear of some bloodsucking nightmare grabbing me in the dark, and after I buy a new phone. This is one of those few times in my life I see the need for a paper address book. 
Yeah, if you could find a working payphone.  
Some days, technology sucks.
I drive through what remains of the night, adrenaline and fear pushing me hard. I stop in Charlestown, West Virginia near the Maryland border and check into a cheap roadside motel using the scrunched cash I found in my glove compartment and on the dresser in my apartment. I race into the rented room and immediately check all points of entry and exit—two windows near the door are the only way out. No windows line the back. Man, from now on I’m planning better. One lost wallet and cell phone and I’m up shit’s creek. 
Yeah, well how often do people get into situations involving a werewolf blood addicted vampire?
God, I have no idea. I hope never again. Once in a lifetime is enough for me. Cold reality hits me like a ton of bricks—I need to figure out a way to help those people. What the hell am I going to do? 
How do vampires track prey? Is it scent? Do I need to worry when I’m in a car? Could that son of a bitch track my electronic accounts and know when I access money at my bank?
Paranoia reigns king for about ten minutes, reducing me from a calm collected alpha to a scared young man who hasn’t had much responsibility yet in life. I pace the thin, worn carpet of the small space and try to calm my racing heart. 
I’ve got a folder containing bill statements from my apartment. So, I’ll be able to call banks and such using the phone on the nightstand in the morning, requesting all new numbers and cards. That should slow down any cyber tracking, right? Suddenly, I wish I’d paid more attention to those cop shows Lori liked. I’m floundering, unsure what to do or where to turn.
There’s nothing more to be done tonight. I take a shower, scrubbing the last trace of vampire stench from my skin, and slip on fresh clothes—planning to lie down fully clothed, just in case.
When the remaining fear and nervousness fueling me for the last few hours fades to nothing, sheer exhaustion envelops me. I open the drapes, allowing rays from the rising sun into the room to chase away the shadows. I settle on the bed, facing the light, letting its warmth grant me solace as I drift off to sleep.
I jolt awake at noon when the phone rings. 
“You missed check out time, sir. It was at eleven.”
“Are you fucking kidding me? I checked in less than six hours ago.”
“Oh, terribly sorry, sir. I’m the day shift. I had no idea when you arrived.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not leaving yet. I’ll pay for a late check-out if I have to.”
“Yes, sir.”
I hang up the phone and stretch, grateful for the wakeup call even if it wasn’t intended as one. I grab my bill folder and start making calls to have new cards issued. Too tense and afraid to remain in one spot for long, I pick a Maryland hotel from the phone book to have the new cards overnighted to.  
Next, I need cash. My stomach growls at the reminder I used the last of my money to pay for this place. I climb into my jeep and drive to the local branch address for my bank. Losing every scrap of plastic to identify me is a pain in the ass, but thanks to my passport and bank statements I’m able to prove who I am, getting a much needed cash advance—which will hopefully make me harder to track. 
I leave feeling a wash of relief cascade over me. The bank will overnight a new debit card to my next hotel. The wad of cash in my pocket feels reassuring, but I’m still in a tight spot. 
Yes, and let’s add in the fact you just withdrew money from your account, idiot.
Dammit! Will this guy really come after me? 
Oh, gee, let’s see... you discovered his illegal blood brothel were he sells captive werewolves to any vampire willing to pay. I’d say you’re pretty screwed.
A grunt of frustration leaves me as I try to block the annoying voice in my head. What if I went to the local police? A recounting of yesterday’s events isn’t something any sane cop would believe. They’d probably lock me up as crazy, to boot.
Could I spin the story differently—like human trafficking—and get someone to listen? Only one way to find out.
I need a phone. A sign for a mall comes into view and I head there, hoping to find a wireless store for my carrier. Could Cecil track my calls on a new phone? Relaying my fears for identity theft to the sales rep at the store, he convinces me to just get a whole new number. 
Breathing a sigh of relief, I get a new cell and a new number. Alone in my jeep once more, I do a search on my new smartphone for the nearest state park. If there are Weres in the area, I might get a whiff of their trail in a large expanse of woods. It’s a long shot but I’ve got to try.
Nagging unease slides down my spine as I drive the highway toward Little Bennett Regional Park. I reach for my phone once more, determined to at least attempt contacting my old pack for help. I call Elsa, reasoning my chances of getting information out of her are greater than if I go through Romeo. She answers on the third ring.
“Who is this and how did you get my cell number?”
“Elsa, it’s me, Jon.”
“Jon? Where are you? I’ve been worried sick.”
Yeah, so worried she didn’t even try calling me during the last month. “I returned to Virginia, but not my home town. A place much farther north. I’ve got a job and a place to live.”
“I’m not so sure that’s a smart place for you to be, but you’re on your own now. You left quite a mess here to contend with.”
I wince at her unspoken implications. “I’m not going to apologize for what I did to Kotsana.”
A snort sounds at the end of the line. “No, I guess I wasn’t expecting you to.” She sighs. “What do you need, Jon? I have a feeling you’d only call if there was a reason.”
The exit for the park appears and I take the next turn. “I ran into a really bad situation with the local pack.”
She chuckles. “They don’t want a young hotheaded alpha joining their ranks? Big surprise.”
I squelch the desire to defend myself. I never knew she thought of me that way. “No. I discovered the pack is being held hostage by a vampire with a Were blood addiction. He sells their bodies and blood to visiting vampires.”
“That’s horrible! Their alphas should have had no trouble containing the vampire. Two alphas against one vamp are usually enough.”
“Not when they hold your daughter hostage and then drain you to near death before killing her.”
“Oh God, that poor girl.” She’s silent for a moment and I wonder if Romeo is listening to both sides of the conversation. “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do.”
Anger boils inside me at her quick self-interested response. “Cannot or will not?”
“Excuse me?”
“You and the pack could help, but you won’t. Isn’t that more accurate?”
Her voice sounds sad, almost resigned. “I may not be happy with the individual nature of each pack and their masters, but it’s how we live. Survival of the fittest, just like in the wild.”
I take one last turn, directly into the public area and maneuver to a vacant lot. “We aren’t wild animals. No matter what we gain from our wolf halves we are still human. Geez, Elsa, even humans look out for each other.”
“It’s not our fight. You can’t expect us to risk our safety for them. We have our own people to protect.”
“Whatever. Thanks for nothing.” I disconnect the call, disheartened it ended so badly. After stopping in the spot closest to the woods, I get out and take a deep breath, letting the feel of the forest seep into my bones.
The smells of old and new growth wraps around me. Rotting leaves, standing water, honeysuckle blossoms, and dark earth vie for prominence in the air. Slowly a calm energy eases into my veins. My inner beast stretches and pushes at my surface thoughts, eager to run. It’s only mid-afternoon. I should be able to run for a few hours without worry of vampires coming after me. I didn’t smell any humans on the mansion’s grounds, so hopefully it’s safe to assume Cecil doesn’t have a stable of human servants he could sic after me at a moment’s notice.
With a quick glance around, I strip and lock my clothes in the truck, then stash my keys in the spare tire. A light breeze moves the hair on my legs, offering a mild a respite to the choking humidity. I call my beast to the surface, a brief searing pain spilling over me as the transformation comes fast. I fall to the ground, my limbs altering as grey-tipped brown fur covers my skin. The subtle scents I noticed before now scream through my head. I take a moment to adjust, lifting my muzzle to the sky and savoring all the woods have to offer.
The scamper of a squirrel sounds to my right, urging me to give chase. I ignore the instinct and race off in the opposite direction, eager to search for a trace of my own kind. I’ve got to find help. Surely local werewolves would care what was happening over the state line? It makes sense that once Cecil’s finished with this pack he’d be looking to replace them with whoever was close by.
After searching for hours, mental exhaustion creeps in. Only the setting sun spurs me back to the safety of my jeep. I didn’t come across one trace of werewolf in the vast forest. I must have raced the almost six square miles at least three times. There’s got to be a better way of finding another pack. Where would werewolves hang out socially in this portion of Maryland? Would they occasionally go to a local bar like we did in Manitoba?   
I shake my head at my vain attempt in grasping straws. I’m screwed and I know it. Searching like this could take forever. If a smart animal doesn’t want to be found, chances are you won’t find it.
But what about an arrogant creature unafraid of being discovered by animals they deem below them in the pecking order? I recall hearing vampires are better organized than we are, and they have rules of conduct, too. What if I found one—would they help my cause or consider what Cecil was doing to be normal? I’d like to think if it were normal I would’ve heard about the barbaric practice of keeping a horde of Weres for a blood addiction.
Shrugging on my clothes, I slip into the cold truck and make my way out of the park. 
Would searching for a vampire be any easier? There’s only one way to find out. From what I was told, vampires like cities. Lots of victims to choose from in a confined territory. That settles it. I’ll start right after I stay the night in the Maryland hotel and get my replacement cards tomorrow.
Looks like I’m headed to Washington DC to find me a bloodsucker. 
The irony of such a statement regarding a town full of politicians is not lost on me.
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
I wander our nation’s capital for two days with no luck. Considering how jaded I’ve felt since discovering the supernatural world really does exist, I’m strangely disappointed our judicial system and governing body is not overrun by power hungry, undead creatures of the night. It would be convenient if we could blame our country’s current problems on another species with a nefarious agenda.
Scouring the city in my wolf form late at night might not be the safest way to conduct a search, but it’s the only way I can think to accurately trace a vampire in this overwhelming soup of exhaust, exotic foods, and depressing stench of under-washed bodies. Searching as a wolf also helps me keep on the lookout for Raine’s master vamp should he still be out for my blood. Nothing beats a werewolf’s nose as an early warning detection system for danger.
I trot across the National Mall, the large expanse of real estate between the Capital building and the Washington monument. Sparse trees and a moonless night offer the cover I need to explore the area undetected. Yesterday, I caught a hint of a vampire scent at the newly opened World War II Memorial and wanted to come back today to investigate further—the appearance of an animal control van last night deterred me from following the lingering vampire trail onto the streets.
Creeping along the ground, my jaw open to catch all the night’s scents, I come across the same intriguing scent from yesterday, only this time it’s fresher. Once I single out the trail from all the crisscrossing human odors, I follow it away from the new memorial.
The scent mingles tightly with a human male, and both meander along the edge of the mall, in the direction of the Smithsonian Castle.
Small side gardens dot the sidewalk along Jefferson Drive, each one designed to pull in the visitor to walk through the display. The pair stopped at each garden, lingering over every signpost dedicated to a person, cause, or battle. It’s almost like the pair are sightseeing—in the dark.
A vampire sightseeing at night in our nation’s capital? 
I heard the really old ones could tolerate the sun a little, so depending on their aversion level, I guess it makes sense—albeit an odd sense, but whatever.
After an hour of tracking, I hit pay dirt. The trail leads to a dark corner of a small empty park, sculpted trees and manicured bushes hiding the vampire and her companion. A light breeze changes course, bringing the smell of sex and blood.
Could the man with this vampire be in danger? Is it forced blood taking like Raine and her pack have endured? Will the bloodsucker drain him dry and leave his corpse hidden in the bushes?
Unsure what to do, I slink forward on my belly, creeping quietly through the well-tended beds to get a view of what’s going on. A small stone table bracketed by two curved benches appears. A woman sits on the table, her long flowing skirt rucked up to her hips, the edges of the fabric trailing toward the ground. The human man I scented earlier kneels between her thighs. 
The pungent aroma of aroused female saturates the humid air, the musky scent laced with the subtle undertones of vampire. The woman must be the creature I’ve been tracking.
She’s a slight woman with ample curves, full breasts exposed over her bra cups. One arm supports her on the table’s surface while her free hand fondles one pert nipple. Two long strands of thin chain hang between her breasts, some type of large bead on each end. The teardrop-shaped beads sway with each moan of pleasure and gasp of breath. 
The vampire’s fingers tweak and tease one engorged peak while the man works between her legs. Her head lolls back, her long hair drifting past the edge of the stone surface. “I’m going to come, baby.” The woman’s pleasure rips through her body, igniting tiny convulsions as she swallows her groans behind closed lips.
“So controlled, Dria,” the man says as he stands and shoves down his pants with both hands. “I like to hear you scream.”
These two are not new lovers, nor is this a passing man the vampire has picked up to seduce and abuse. I should stealthily back away and leave them to their privacy. But I’m drawn to the two lovers, excited by their chemistry.
The vampire angles her torso up, a look for pure desire on her face. “Then you’ll have to try harder, won’t you, dear?”
A slow chuckle bubbles from his throat, squashed the moment he plunges into her. “I’m always up for a challenge.”
Her companion proceeds to fuck her thoroughly, drawing out her build up and playing her body like a fine instrument. Within minutes she’s squirming and biting her lip to hold in her responses.
The vampire’s lover leans over her reclined body and nuzzles her neck. His mouth latches onto her skin and she bucks, a loud moan escaping. He slides one hand down her supporting arm and lifts it from the table, easing her slowly to lie down. The added leverage allows him to drive deeper into her waiting body and she can’t hold back her pleasure any longer.
Soft moans and groans pepper the night, interspersed with the couple’s jagged breathing. I’ve never seen anything so hot in my life, but then again, I don’t normally watch live couples doing it, either. The occasional porn, yes, but spying on real people? Nope, that’s a new low even for me.
She may be the all-powerful vampire, but there’s no doubt their powers over each other during this sizzling encounter are equal. 
A stab of jealousy pricks my heart. What they have is what I wanted with Lori—what I’d hoped to build with Raine. Both situations are hopeless now. 
The man rises to resume his original standing position between her thighs, driving himself into her depths, a look of ecstasy twisting his features.
“Again, Dria. Bite me again. I want you to come a second time.”
The pale skin of the vampire glows faintly in the dark, almost luminescent in contrast to the couple’s dark clothing and her lover’s tanned skin. Long unbound hair cascades down her slender back as she leans in, reaching toward her partner’s neck. In a delicate kiss full of tenderness, she places her lips on his sweaty skin.
Pleasure spills across the man’s visage, and his steadily pumping hips lose their rhythm, amping up to a frantic speed devoid of finesse. 
“Yes!” the man shouts, his release upon him. Shudders ripple over his body as he continues to thrust. “Damn, that’s fucking incredible.”
The figure of the vampire convulses in pleasure and the two wrap their arms around each other, holding on to one another as their passion subsides.
“We have company, dear,” the vampire says as she turns and looks directly at my hiding place. “Come on out, wolfy.”
Panic seizes me and I run, bolting from the bushes into the night. The tinkling laughter of the vampire chases me, like a burn of shame down my spine.
What possessed me to stay and watch when their acts were obviously consensual and the man was not being harmed? Well, how was I to know she wasn’t going to kill him, unless I stayed?
I run the three miles back to my jeep at East Potomac Park, never once stopping, worried I might be seen. As first contact goes, I could have done better. She knows someone is trailing her now and might worry I mean to harm her. 
Damn. Running was pretty stupid.
No matter how embarrassed I am over being turned on while watching the two of them, the hard fact doesn’t change that I need her. I need a vampire’s help if I’m going to save Raine’s pack. Recognizing her scent, I should be able to find where they are staying during the day and approach them like a normal person, rather than a pervert who watches them having smoking hot sex in a public park.
 
 
I sleep in my car. Again. At daybreak I hit the streets, doing a circle of the mall in human form and working my way outward to find the couple’s scent. Now that I know exactly what I’m looking for I don’t have to be in wolf form to follow it.
It takes about seven hours, but I finally track them to a hotel on E Street. With only the name “Dria” to go by, I don’t think I can walk up and ask for a room number. The sun hasn’t set, so I’m hoping that means the vampire will be in their room. I check into the hotel and shower, changing into clean clothes. I set the rest out to be laundered and head down to the hotel bar. It’s located near the bank of elevators and will give me ample chance to intercept them when they leave for the evening—assuming they hadn’t check out. 
Damn, this plan has a lot of holes. What the hell am I going to say to her? Please save my werewolf friend and her pack from an evil vampire? 
“I’ve always found the truth is the best place to start.” 
Startled out of my thoughts, I look up to see a gorgeous redhead in her mid twenties. She’s dressed in a tight fitting pair of dark jeans and a low-cut black sleeveless blouse. A thin silver chain dangles down her neck, two gleaming drops of red, like blood, suspended from their ends—I recognize the necklace from last night. 
A knowing smile curves her full lips. “Do you have a name, wolfman, or should I just call you ‘Peeping-Tom’?”
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
My heart leaps into my throat and heat flushes my face. “I…uh….”
Her piercing green eyes pin me to my chair. “Name?”
The intense desire to answer her has my name spewing out of me. “Jonathan Stephen Winchester.”
“Okay, Jonathan. Can I call you Jon?” I nod. “Last night can be forgiven; after all we were in a public place so it’s our own damn fault. But following us to our hotel is just plain stupid.” Her eyes narrow. “What are you after?”
The urge to tell this stranger every secret I’ve ever had wells up in me. The words tumble to the surface with no grace or setup on my part. “I need your help.”
Surprise flits across her face. “Fine.” She glances to the elevator banks. “We’ll talk. Have you eaten yet?”
I shake my head. 
“Come to our suite and Rafe will order room service.” She looks around the crowded bar. “I’m sure whatever is so compelling to seek me out is not suitable to be discussed in public.”
I nod and follow her retreating form to the elevators. 
Well, you wanted to talk to a vampire. You got it, dumbass. Oh, and following her back to her room is really safe.
Dria snorts as the doors close, sealing us in.
Christ. Can vampires read minds? Man, if they can, I am so up shit’s creek. Again.
“Stop projecting so loudly and I won’t accidentally read your mind. You’re so nervous it’s like you’re shouting your thoughts at me. Very hard to ignore.”
My body jerks and I cast a glance at the small woman. “And how would I go about doing that?”
She smiles at me, reassuring. “First, relax. I’m not going to leap on you and drain you dry.” She shrugs a shoulder and plays with a dangling glass drop on her necklace. “Not my style.”
The elevator bings and the doors slide open. I trail the vampire down the hall. “Next, calm your racing mind. It will help you from mentally having to shout over your own conflicting thoughts—which is how you initially broadcasted the ‘shouted’ snippets to begin with.”
My brain processes what she’s saying, but staring at her denim-clad tight ass makes it very hard to implement. Clear my head. Umm... yeah... 
Baseball. Football. 
Washington is muggy, even in June.
Vampires kill people.
She stops in front of a set of double doors. “Good,” she smiles at me while she slips her keycard in the lock. The light flashes green and she opens the door, pausing and reaching out to place a hand to my forearm. “Seriously though, you need to chill.”
A tingle eases up my arm at her contact. It’s gone the second she lets go and I’m left feeling better and slightly stupid over my worries.
“Rafe,” she calls out. “I found him in the bar downstairs.”
The narrow hall beyond the doorway opens to a large suite. The man from last night sits at a round table big enough to seat four, his laptop open in front of him.
He closes the computer and rises, extending a hand to me in greeting. “Hi, I’m Dria’s husband, Rafe.” He towers over me by at least four or five inches, looking like he outweighs me by twenty or more pounds, too. I shake his hand and do my best to hide my surprise that he’s her husband. That equality feeling I glimpsed last night was not imagined, he really has a presence about him—quiet and stoic, but strong. And yet he’s human.
“Jon.” I reply. “Uh, nice to meet you?”
Rafe laughs, the sound tumbling out of him. “Jesus, you must have had some shitty run-ins with vampires.”
My face tightens. He may think my reaction is funny, but these two are the unreal ones. A happy vampire with their loving partner? What world is this? Surely not the same one Raine’s pack is kept for blood consumption in a secluded mansion and sold to any paying vamp who stops by. I feel a scowl forming and try my best to smooth out my expression.
“Oh dear. You’ve upset him, Rafe. Let the poor boy get some food in him first. I can hear his stomach growling from here.”
Her husband places a large order for dinner and we sit awkwardly around the table waiting for it to arrive.
“You worked hard to find us,” Dria says. “What is this about?”
This all feels surreal. Why is she so calm? 
Probably because she can kill you or erase your mind at any time. That would make anyone pretty calm, don’t you think?
I nervously glance from one to the other, ending my ping-ponging attention to settle on Dria. 
Her voice comes out in a seductive whisper, “Tell us a little about yourself.” 
I stare into her deep green eyes and everything pours out. I tell her about being changed into a werewolf in my third year of college, my family living in southern Virginia who think I’m dead, the pack I lived with for a year in Manitoba and my recent departure. 
I end with recent events, telling them how I found my way back to Virginia, started working, and became involved with Raine. I even explain the Were’s duplicity and how she originally intended for me to become another werewolf used for blood. 
“You’ve got to do something,” I say. “There’s a vampire who’s captured a whole werewolf pack. He’s addicted to their blood and rents them to visiting vampires in a brothel type of setting. It’s horrible.”
Our food arrives and Rafe and I dig in while Dria sips from a coffee mug. The couple stares at each other now and then, but remain creepily quiet during the meal. I wonder if they are participating in some form of silent communication, but can’t think of a polite way to ask. These two definitely give a very insular vibe. Like it’s them against the world, and the rest of us are on the outside looking in.
I shake my head when I remember why I’m here. Can one vampire really make a difference in that pack’s situation? She’s a tiny thing and those guys are mean as hell. An image of an enraged Cecil jumping out of the woods flashes back to my mind. 
I finish my second steak and wait for the couple to speak. Not much more I can say to convince them, is there?
“I’m sorry, Jon,” Dria begins. Rafe’s face clouds with anger and he throws his napkin on his plate. “The vampire isn’t breaking any laws. I can’t stop him.”
I jump up from my seat. “What the hell are you talking about? Not breaking any laws? He’s imprisoned an entire group of people, keeps the alphas drained and chained, killed the couple’s daughter, and basically serves every one of them to be raped and snacked on whenever he chooses. How is that possibly within the law?”
Her eyes soften and her voice comes out quiet. “He hasn’t broken any vampire laws.”
Rafe snorts, his anger palpable. 
She ignores her husband’s reaction. “Our laws are designed to protect vampires—and they’re pretty vague. Nothing in them talks about werewolves. The focus is protecting the knowledge of vampire’s existence from the human race and ensuring humans are not slaughtered.”
Rafe rises from the table and walks to my side. “Dria, I don’t like it. You know what he’s describing isn’t right. This is a horrible abuse of vampire power at the basest level.”
She shrugs, turning her attention to the uncovered window. “It’s still none of my business. No matter if I approve or not.”
Rafe clears his throat. “Let’s look at this hypothetically.” He glances to me and then his wife, but the expression on her face clearly says she doesn’t give a shit what we say. “This pack has how many members, Jon?”
“Not sure—a lot were killed. From Raine’s description it sounds like there are at least fifteen werewolves being held.” 
He turns to his wife, his light blue eyes burning with agitation. “Dria, think of all the humans those werewolves were in contact with in their daily lives—at their jobs, in their neighborhoods, heck, maybe even who they are dating. Those people will miss them. They will raise red flags. It could very well explode into a huge stink.”
Dria doesn’t answer, but her face takes on a contemplative look as she stares out the window.
“I considered approaching the police with a human trafficking case,” I say. 
Rafe touches my arm and motions to the door. He walks me out into the hall and whispers, “Give what we’ve said to her time to sink in. Come back in two days.”
Frustration at my own inability to do anything snaps my mouth shut. Can he really talk her into helping me? And why would he? I nod, grateful for his assistance and reluctantly leave.
I’ve said everything I can to convince her. There’s no amount of money I could pay her that she couldn’t just take from anyone if she wanted it. I’ve got to figure out something to offer this vampire for her help, some type of payment. Something she needs that would sway her. Question is, what do you offer a creature that can take whatever they want?
 
 
I pace the floor of my hotel room for hours, wondering what the options are. I need to talk to someone who knows more about the supernatural world than I do. 
Romeo and Elsa, my old alphas, are the first to pop into my mind. Yes, they refused to put their pack at risk to help, but they might have answers.
I call the pack house, using the new cell I picked up in Maryland. Much to my relief it’s Elsa who answers this line, too.
“Why are you calling this time, Jon?”
“I need some advice. Are you willing to hear me out?”
A sigh comes over the phone. “Okay, go ahead.”
“A couple of questions first—why do vampires like werewolf blood so much, is it tastier or something?”
“Kind of, but my understanding is it’s the power in our blood they want.”
“Power?”
“Yeah, something about our blood is almost like an adrenaline rush of long-lasting strength. Like humans on PCP without the high and hallucinations.”
“I see why that would be addicting.”
“Not all vamps get addicted.”
“Really? Why not?” 
“Romeo and I talked about this once. We think it’s akin to people who become addicts. For some, dependence comes quickly—whether it’s cigarettes, caffeine, alcohol, drugs...whatever. They have an addictive personality or character flaw, I’ve even heard it called a genetic weakness. Makes them more susceptible to any kind of addiction. What if those same people become vampires? Wouldn’t their addictive traits still be there?”
“So you’re comparing a vampire drinking Were blood to drug addiction and how some people can become addicted to substances easier than others?”
“Yes, that’s the closest analogy we’ve come up with. It’s the only thing that explains why some vamps become ruled by their cravings and others don’t.”
“Interesting.”
“Why? What are you planning, Jon?”
“You know what I’m doing—what you two refused to do. I’m trying to save a pack of wolves. Anything I learn about their predicament might help with finding a solution.”
“Aside from finding a bigger, badder vamp to shut down the place, I don’t know what you can do.”
I have no idea if Dria is bigger or badder, but her husband’s deference and respect make me think she might be. “The real question, Elsa, is when you find that vamp, how do you persuade them to help?”
“Simple—offer something they don’t have.”
“You make it sound easy, but seriously, woman. How am I going to figure out what the powerful vampire doesn’t already have?”
“Start with what you have to offer. Does she have a werewolf servant at her side?”
“A servant? Like a bellman or valet or something?”
“No, Jon. Vampires usually have an entourage. The more powerful, the more people surround them.”
“Damn, this one only has one person with her.”
“Are they traveling? Vamps might travel light to avoid being noticed.”
The thought amuses me, vampires being inconspicuous and not bringing many “bags” with them. “She’s here with her husband.”
“Whoa. Did you say husband?”
“Yeah, why?”
“That means he’s her bonded mate. I’ve known over two dozen vampires and only three had mates. The others had devoted servants, meaning plural. Depending on their relationship, she might not have any servants in order to keep him happy. He might be the jealous type.”
Rafe didn’t seem like the jealous type to me, but what the hell do I know from a few minutes in his company? It’s not like I was stupid enough to hit on his wife, for crying out loud. Or that I’d want to given the fact she’s happily married. And she could drain me dry on a whim. Yeah, that last thing really is the clincher. 
We wrap up our call and I sit in the growing darkness of my hotel room.  A vampire’s servant. Would I be required to do her bidding and wear some stupid outfit like a chauffeur? Somehow, trailing behind her in a black suit would be even more humiliating then just doing her bidding. 
Could I do it? Could I offer myself as a servant to this vampire to save werewolves I barely know? Would my sacrifice be worth their lives?
Now really, what the hell kind of choice is that? Soldiers die to protect our country every damn day. They do it for people they’ve never met and for rights and ideals that sometimes get distorted over time. But they do it nonetheless.
Back in Manitoba, I talked all the time about uniting wolves and creating a communication network. What would the purpose of such a network be if not to save packs from fates like the one Raine’s is facing?
Resolve spills through me, clearing my brain for the first time in months. I have no idea what offering myself to Dria will bring me, but I know in my heart it’s the right thing to do.
Now, I just have to convince that stubborn redhead and her husband they need me in their lives. I wonder if dressing in skimpy shorts and a tight t-shirt would do the trick or if I should be my loveable smartass self? 
I’ll go for smartass. I don’t think her husband would appreciate the skimpy shorts.
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
Now that I have a plan, I’m reluctant to wait the full two days Rafe suggested. Instead, I trail the couple wherever they go the next day. Surprisingly, they continue to do the tourist thing, venturing outside their hotel and into museums once the worst part of the afternoon sun has past. When the museums close, the couple visits outdoor monuments, lingering again over the new World War II one.
I keep my distance, giving the couple privacy. But Dria knows I’m here, shooting a dirty look my way every hour, discovering my location no matter where I hide. Her advice to calm my surface thoughts seems to have helped my involuntary projection of what I’m thinking. Or at least, I assume it’s helped since she hasn’t tossed my inner thoughts back in my face.
That vampire is unnerving. From what I was told, her kind has to avoid the sun, but she seems to have no problem walking in summer daylight after four o’clock. Could she handle being out earlier or would she still be susceptible to damage at high noon?
The couple’s love for each other is an almost tangible thing. People standing near them smile, and laughter spills from the two frequently. There’s got to be more than a small shred of humanity left in this woman or she’d never be able to blend in with humans so easily—and I doubt her husband would be so devoted if she was a horrible creature.
Everyone has to have a few redeeming qualities, so even if she is shooting me death-ray looks she must be a decent person inside.
Or so you keep trying to convince yourself.
I’m not a monster just because I turn into a werewolf. At the root of who I am, I’m still me. Could this vampire be the same? And if that is the case, can I devote my life to serving her?
I watch the pair as they stroll hand and hand toward the long reflective pool outside the Lincoln memorial. The summer evening holds a refreshing breeze, chasing away a bit of the humidity the area is famous for. Dria and Rafe pass a bickering couple whose wandering toddler aims straight for the shallow water.
Dria notices the child and my body tenses. She wouldn’t be contemplating taking that kid, would she? A chill steals over me as I see her attention zero in on the small body climbing the stone edge of the pool. A quick glance at the parents reveal they are unaware of the danger lurking so close to their little one.
The vampire drops her husband’s hand. The small teetering body miscalculates on the wide edge of the pool, and plunges toward the dark surface of the water. Instantly Dria crosses the distance between herself and the child. 
I leap into action, drawing level with Rafe, while Dria calmly grasps the child and rights him before his parents notice. She twists and sits, quick as a wink, making it appear as if she was headed to the water’s edge to take a seat the whole time.
A pent up breath I didn’t know I was holding whooshes out. Heat burns my face as I realize I immediately thought the worst of the vampire. Like she’d be bold or stupid enough to grab a child to feast upon.
Rafe’s low chuckle has me spinning to face him. “You should see your face. Fucking hysterical. Did you really think she meant the child harm?”
Shame courses through me. “I... uh...”
He nods his head in the direction of Dria. “My wife is very old. She doesn’t need much blood to survive.” Rafe stares me in the eye. There’s a hardness to him I hadn’t seen before. “And if you think she’d ever harm a child then you should never have asked her for help.”
The tension coiling in me eases out. “You’re right. I’m being an idiot.” I rub my hand over my face. “I’m exhausted and have been running for days. It’s been almost a week since I escaped the mansion. I don’t know if the wolves I left behind are alive or dead.”
When the parents come to retrieve their child, Dria dips her chin in greeting, as if nothing is amiss and the toddler didn’t almost fall in while they were distracted.
“If he’s addicted,” Rafe says, “he won’t kill them. They’re too valuable.”
I nod, not really reassured by his assessment but unable to prove him wrong.
Dria saunters to us, her face guarded. “You certainly are a determined son of a bitch aren’t you?”
I jam my hands into my pockets, unsure of my decided course to offer myself to her, even though it’s the only option I’ve got. “I have a proposition for you.”
Her deep green eyes trail down my body. “I bet you do.” Rafe clears his throat. Dria’s face lights up with a cheeky smile. “I was just teasing him, love.”
“Hear the boy out.”
My spine stiffens at his words. Boy? I’m twenty-one. Hardly a boy. Then again, next to the older man’s obvious fifteen years on me, I’ll let it slide.
The people visiting the pool wander off as the last of the late afternoon light fades. We’re not alone by any means, but no one stands close, either. I guess this is as safe a place as any to voice my concept. 
Only one tiny hitch I need to clear up first. “You’re not addicted to Were blood, are you?”
A pensive look crosses the vampire’s face. “No. I don’t suffer from such a weakness.” Her eyes turn calculating. “Were you worried if I did agree to help I might try to take the place of this ruling vamp and seize his captive pack for my own needs?” Anger colors her tone and fear grips my heart at the rage I see boiling in her eyes. 
Her misunderstanding was not my reason for asking—I was more worried she’d feast on me and kill me by accident—but damned if my line of questioning doesn’t sound suspicious of me in hindsight.
“No! I swear that thought hadn’t occurred to me.” I look from one to the other, noting doubt clearly on Dria’s face and amusement on Rafe’s. “Couldn’t you just look inside my head and clarify I didn’t intend what you inferred?”
Dria glances into my eyes. Her face sets in a hard mask and she whirls away, “Get rid of this fool.”
Crap! I stepped in it again. And this time I wasn’t even trying. 
A loud sigh escapes Rafe. “Damn, you really need to think before you speak. I almost had her convinced it was the right thing to do.”
“What the hell did I say wrong?”
“Well, furball, you managed to insult her three times in less than five minutes.” He nods toward the pool. “First, you briefly entertained the thought that she might snack on that family’s child.” The expression on his face clearly proclaims he thinks I’m an idiot. “Then you ask if she’s an addict, even though she showed no interest in drinking from you. And now you practically accuse her of slipping into people’s heads whenever the fancy strikes her.” He stares where his wife went to sit on a park bench.
“But didn’t she read my mind in the elevator? Isn’t it a common thing for vampires?”
“No—and not the way you think.” At my look of confusion he continues, “Okay, in the elevator you were projecting, like she said. She didn’t have to attempt to read your mind so much as you made your thoughts clear as a bell to anyone sensitive enough to hear them. Most vampires don’t go around poking in other supernatural’s heads. It takes effort on their part to do so and the action is considered exceptionally rude. In some cases, with strong mental shielding, extra skill and strength must be used to read thoughts, which can be detectable to the person the vampire is trying to read. With such risk of discovery, the ability is used discriminately.”
“Oh.” Hope deflates out of me. “I’ve essentially called her a pedophile blood-drinker, an addict, and insulted her honor as a vampire. Nice.” I shove my hands in my pockets. “Usually it takes more of an effort to score so hugely as an ass.”
Rafe’s hand comes down on my shoulder. “Don’t give up. If saving that pack matters to you don’t let a few ruffled feathers thwart your task.”
Thwart? How old is this guy? Who the hell talks like that? I mentally brace myself. He’s right, dammit. No matter what I think of myself and my actions, I’ve got to go through with my plan.
I stride across the gravel and kneel at the vampire’s feet. Being submissive doesn’t come naturally to me and I have to rein in every impulse I have to stare her straight in the face. Through herculean effort, I avoid looking directly at the redhead and say, “I’m sorry about my behavior tonight. It doesn’t change the fact that I need your help. I can’t fight this vampire on my own and I haven’t found any wolves to help me. You’re the only option left.”
“Hmmph.” Her breath huffs out in annoyance. “Not much of an option since I already said no.” 
Rafe wanders over and sits next to her, snaking an arm around her waist—making sure I understand they are a package deal. Well duh, they are married.
I steel my resolve and get to the difficult part. “What if I offer you something you couldn’t resist?”
I chance a glance at her face and see her intense eyes narrow at me in speculation. “And what could you offer that I need?” 
“A vampire servant with werewolf blood. Someone who willingly donates when you need to increase your strength.”
A small gasp escapes her. “You don’t know what you’re offering.”
I look up, boldly meeting her gaze. “Yes. Yes, I do. I’m offering my life in exchange for Raine’s pack. No matter how you cut it, those are good numbers: one life for fifteen.”
Her voice softens with a gentleness I haven’t heard from her. “You aren’t simply offering your life. The bond can affect you. You might very well lose your sense of self.”
Rafe’s gaze turns calculating, not angry or jealous like I feared. “He’s thought about this long and hard, haven’t you, Jon?”
I nod.
“He knows what he wants, Dria. He wants your help and he’s willing to risk his future for it.”
Dria stands and walks past me. “Let me think on it.”
I bolt to my feet and grasp her hand. “There isn’t time. I need to get them out and stop him before he captures more wolves.”
She hesitates and looks to her husband. They are both silent for a moment before she nods. “I’ll do it. I’ll help. But we need a plan.”
Elation surges through me, the rush so intense my vision fades for a moment. “His place is about ninety minutes away. We could end all of this madness tonight.”
“No. We strike tomorrow. Let’s check out of the hotel and find a place as close as we can without alerting him. I have an idea on how to proceed.”
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
After a late dinner, we pack and drive our two separate vehicles to Middleburg, where the property was indicated on a map, not Purcellville like I thought. All those twists and turns when I followed Raine wound up leading to the outskirts of where many remote palatial estates lie, quite common in the affluential area.
The three of us check into the closest motel, which is still a ways from the vampire’s location, and then met in the couple’s room to discuss a plan. Dria refuses to visit the mansion tonight, even to case the grounds. She didn’t want to risk Cecil getting a hint of what was to come. We discuss arriving at his place the next night, dressed like we’re going to a party—well, she’ll be dressed anyway. I’ll be going in wolf form so he doesn’t recognize me. 
After a brief trip to a local pet store to buy myself an expensive collar, I spend the next day sleeping. According to Dria it will be the only clothing piece I need to look like a well-kept vampire servant in his werewolf form.
We meet again in the couple’s room to go over details and annoyance vibrates off the vamp’s husband. The plan dictates that Rafe will stay at the hotel. For Dria’s ruse of being an addict to work, she stresses arriving with only a “pet” would appear more believable. He grumbled a lot last night but seems more agitated now that we’re leaving soon. 
My nerves get the best of me, driving me to pace in their small hotel room while they stare daggers at one another. It’s almost nine and we should be getting on the road. Dria clears her throat, drawing my attention to her expression, one reddish eyebrow raised in expectation.
The young-looking vampire holds a knife over her wrist and my stomach clenches over the next stage of her plan. “I don’t understand this part. Why do I need to drink your blood?”
“You’ve met this bastard, right?” she asks. I nod, still unsure of how her blood will change that simple fact. “Got right up and personal with him—and he and his cronies drank from you?”
“Yeah, so?”
“He’ll recognize your scent, even in wolf form.”
My blood freezes as a thought occurs to me. “Could he ‘call’ me to him against my will or anything like that?” I heard about that once from the Weres in Canada.
“Don’t you think if he could, he would’ve by now? You did say he went after you at your apartment, right?”
Chagrinned at the obvious answer, my panic dulls a little. “Okay, good point. I don’t know for sure if he went to my apartment, Raine just stressed that he had gone after escaped wolves before. How will your blood help?”
“Once you drink a few sips, you are marked as mine. The essence of my blood mixes with yours, slightly changing the underlying blood scent—not a lot, but enough to mask you from him in your animal form. He won’t be looking too closely for danger in a visiting vampire’s kept werewolf.”
“Is my drinking of your blood what will make me your servant?”
“No. If I fed on you repeatedly or once very deeply and allowed you to have my blood it would bind us, making you my servant, but even then the bond must be renewed monthly to stay strong. Casual blood donation within a seethe would make you one of the seethe’s companions, not my servant.”
“Seethe?”
She smiles. “Forgive me, a ‘seethe’ is a vampire family.”
I nod, only slightly freaked out by the whole concept.
“It’s okay, Jon. I realize this is all new terminology for you. A companion is under the protection of the seethe even if they aren’t blood-bonded to any vampire in particular. Anyone else a vampire feeds from is classified as a donor, and has no protection.” 
Rafe chimes in, “There is an exception, a way around the rules, if you will. If a person is blood marked, like Dria plans to do with you, they are considered off limits, even if they aren’t technically a servant in your seethe.”
This crap is getting confusing. “So I can be blood marked and not a companion or a servant?”
“Yes, the difference is who feeds from you—a companion can donate to everyone in the seethe. A servant is a private bond, continually strengthened with exclusivity over time, no other vamp can touch the person under penalty of death.”
“Why is it important I understand all of this now? How does it relate to me taking your blood?”
Rafe looks to his wife and then me. “It has more to do with you understanding what you are getting yourself into.”
“Does it really matter what we tell him?” Dria asks, discomfort clear in her voice. “Once I bite him it won’t make a difference, will it?” 
Rafe nods, not as affected as she is by the weight of what’s bothering her.
“Why won’t it make a difference?” I ask.
She stalks to me, death and beauty in a scary package. “Because when I bite you, you will lose your free will. The only thing you’ll care about is what I want. Do you understand?”
It sounds like she’s trying to talk me out of this. Like she isn’t willing to hold up her end of the bargain because of the moral ramifications of possibly removing my freedom of choice.
“But I’m agreeing to it. That means I am accepting the consequences.” In a show of good faith I take her hand holding the knife and lay it against her opposite wrist. “If this is what I need to do to hide from Cecil and help you take him down, then I’ll do it. I trust you.”
A sad smirk tilts up one corner of her full lips. “You shouldn’t.” She slices her wrist over a glass and bleeds into the red wine it contains. An ounce or so dribbles in before her cut heals before my eyes. “I’m a monster.”
I reach for the glass. Staring at her guarded expression, I drink the blood mixed with wine. It coats my throat with a lingering taste of salt and copper pennies. “I may not have seen a lot of evil in my life.” Strength seeps through my body, surprising me with its powerful jolt. “But there is no doubt in my mind I saw true evil in what Cecil is doing to those wolves. From what I’ve seen of you so far,” I say with a saucy grin, “you’re the lesser of two evils.”
Dria’s head lowers and she looks away. “Appearances are deceiving.” 
Heat sings through my veins and I feel like I could pick up a bus without straining. “Holy shit. Your blood packs a real wallop.”
A sad smile ghosts across her face. “I know. Be careful while you adjust to it. And before you ask—yes, vampire blood can be addicting to the right type of person, too.” Her eyes harden. “And there was a time when vampires were hunted and drained for it.”
She goes from lighthearted and fun to scary and distant much too quickly for my tastes. I look to her husband, who only has eyes for her, watching her every movement with an intensity I’ve never seen among the over-sexed wolves. 
Without another word, she heads into the bathroom to change into her evening gown. When devising this plan, I’d explained the formal dress I witnessed the vampires wearing in the dining room, and every other detail I could remember. Dria said it reminded her of an old European blood brothel she’d been to centuries ago. She knew exactly how she should dress to be accepted, and even assured me a pet werewolf would fit right in with the perceived decadence.
“Get ready, wolfman,” Rafe says. “We don’t want you struggling to shift in the back of the rented Benz.”
Wolfman, eh? Is that how he wants to play this? Cheeky bastard. Bet I could take his big muscle-bound ass in a heartbeat. Then again, that could be the vamp blood talking. He’s got something lurking in his eyes when you look closely, and strangely, it reminds me of staring into the eyes of a live wolf. I nod, not trusting myself to speak, and retreat to the second bedroom. 
I leave the door slightly ajar so I can open it in wolf form—only takes locking yourself in a room two or three times, and the subsequent replacing of the door with a new one later, to drive the habit into your brain. I attach the expensive studded collar to my neck, leaving the clasp on the last notch so the leather won’t be too stifling. A collar. Jesus. Is this what I’ve come to?
Yup. And you asked for it buddy. Might as well quit your bitching and take it like a man.
I strip, putting the clothes in a bag so we can stow it in the back seat when I revert back to human at our departure. Once my tiny tasks are completed, I take a deep breath, centering myself. 
The vampire blood coursing through my body feels exhilarating and I have a hunch the change will come on me faster than normal. The mere thought of running free in the woods calls my wolf to the surface with lightening speed. In the span of two heartbeats I’m forced to the floor, and fur washes over my altered shape. For the first time since I was attacked last year, there is no agony in the transformation. None at all.
I give my head a shake and marvel at the joy that washes through me at the lack of pain. A small yip of happiness erupts and I duck my head, embarrassed by the outburst. I wait a little bit, hoping Rafe and Dria didn’t hear me, and then use my mouth to grab the handles of the duffle containing my clothes.
I trot into the main living area of the hotel suite, bag in mouth, to see Rafe pacing the floor. He turns to me with a stern look, raises one eyebrow and says, “You’ll do.” He glances over his shoulder, toward the room Dria is changing in, and then back to me. “Make sure she comes back okay or I’ll go in and kill the whole lot of you, vamps and Weres alike.” His eyes darken as he takes a step toward me. “Fire will wipe out this problem just as easily.”
I drop the bag and my hackles rise. A low growl starts in my throat. What the hell? I thought this big bastard was on my side.
“Finding my attitude contradictory, are you?” The tall man shrugs. “First and foremost, I care only about the safety of my wife. Sure, I was the one who helped talk her into helping you, but I’ll never forgive myself if you two are walking into something dangerous and I’m stuck back here, twiddling my damn thumbs.”
Dria takes that moment to make her entrance, sweeping out of the adjoining room like a debutant entering her first ball. The black gown she’s wearing hugs her ample curves, showcasing what nature gave her to its absolute best. 
“Now, now, darling. Have faith in me.” The smile on her mouth is coy and relaxed. “The day I can’t handle a few misguided vampires is the day I give up to the sun for good.”
She strolls across the room, attention focused on her husband. “Will you promise to remain behind?”
“Only if you promise to keep our connection open, no matter what. If you shut me out I’ll snag Jon’s jeep and be out there in ten minutes.”
She stands on her tip toes and kisses his mouth with tenderness and possession. “Yes, dear.”
Rafe doesn’t look appeased, and stands with his arms crossed over his chest. “Every single second, Dria. Don’t test me.”
She nods in his direction, then motions with her head toward the door. “Let’s go, Jon.” She grabs a small purse off the table, and jangles the keys in one hand. “Grab your bag, too.”
I scoop up the duffle in my jaws and trot after her disappearing form. 
“Don’t forget what I said, furball. Watch out for her or I’ll kill you all.”
 
I follow Dria to the sleek black Mercedes they rented. She opens the back door for me to jump in. I angle my head at her to convey my disapproval over her suggestion, but jump inside when she clears her throat.
The back seat? Does she really think I’m going to sit here the whole trip? I drop the bag in the back, wait ’til she settles in the front, and then jump to the vacant passenger seat.
“Oh, all right. You can sit in the front.” Her tone is light, like all of this is one big game. “But don’t mess up the upholstery, this is a rental.”
Damn, this is weird. Maybe I should have changed into a wolf when we got there. I’m not used to interacting with people while in wolf form.
The stunning vampire next to me reaches out a hand and ruffles the fur at my neck. “Don’t you worry, we’ll be fine.” She smiles into the growing darkness while driving. “Until you learn to shield better, I don’t even have to try and pick up your thoughts. It’s like they are written in red neon over your head.”
I snort loudly, dipping my head toward the dash. Does that mean the other vampires can read my thoughts, too?
“Good job! That was a deliberate projection on your part, wasn’t it? The words came through loud and clear. If you want to tone down your internal musings so I can’t pick them up so easily you’d do much better around the other vamps. So—shall we talk about what’s going to go down when we get there?”
I concentrate on my agreement as “loudly” as I can, Yes.
“I’ve been to many blood brothels in the past. They haven’t been common for over a hundred years, so that tells me the guy running this setup is at least one hundred years undead. Not sure what prompted him to try something that’s been outlawed for so long. Maybe he thinks no one will find him here in Virginia.” She shakes her head. “Fool. He’s calling way too much attention to himself.”
She turns onto the highway and begins the short trip to Cecil’s mansion. “First off, we’re strolling right up like we own the place and deserve to be there. If I recognize anyone things will move faster than I’d like, meaning I will have to strike to end this mess and get out of there quickly. But if no one knows who I am, we should be good to mingle for a little bit and get a feel where all the wolves are so we can free them.”
Knows who you are?
“Yup. You, my dear sweet wolfman, sniffed out yourself an ex-enforcer.” At my lack of comment she continues. “I used to dole out justice for the Tribunal of Ancients, the vampire race’s governing body. Usually they’d send someone like me after a rogue vamp—a vampire who kills indiscriminately or puts our species in danger with his or her actions.”
And your husband is worried you might not come back?
“No, not really. He gets like that whenever he’s not by my side during a fight. Can’t blame him, I’d probably react the same way.” She glances at me sideways and then returns hers eyes to the road to take the next turn. “You do realize I’m going to have to kill Cecil tonight, right? There’s no way to cure someone this far gone.”
As long as we can save the wolves I don’t care how many vampires have to die.
“Present company excluded, of course, right?” She doesn’t even look at me on that one. “We’re not all as bad as he is, you know.  Humans would hunt vampires down and kill us, like they almost did during the Spanish Inquisition. Poor witches got all the blame, but a lot of supernatural species were under fire during that crazy time.”
We turn down back roads, slowing our pace to follow the speed limit. “Now, what I’ll do with the visiting vampires who have called on Cecil while we’re there... that I haven’t decided yet.” The look on her face becomes distant. “Kill them all or alter their minds? I’ll have to see when I get there.”
The casual tone she uses to announce the imminent demise of her own kind chills me to the bone. Wolves kill to eat or defend their pack and den, not simply because it needs to be done. How do I feel about aligning myself with a cold blooded killer?
“Did I seem so cold blooded when you spied on me making love to my husband?” Quiet fills the space between us. “Or when I saved that child from falling into the wading pool? You know, when you thought I was going to eat the toddler?” I duck my head and glance out the window. 
“I may not be a mindless beast, but I never walk away from what needs to be done—no matter how heartless I must become to finish the job.”
We travel in silence a few more minutes, apprehension filling my gut. What have I done by agreeing to serve this woman? Have I stepped into more than I can handle?
“I’ll need you to follow my lead when we get there. Act meek and subservient, don’t make eye contact with Cecil or the other vampires. Can you do that?”
Yes.
We pull into the gravel drive, the apprehension from before swirling into a larger mass of fear. If we can’t save these wolves tonight I don’t know what else to do.
The large house comes into view, every window lit up like a huge party is taking place. Six other cars line the circular drive in front of the house.
Dria parks the car and leans toward me, lowering her voice. “We’ll walk away from this fine, don’t you worry.” Surprisingly, she has no problem smiling while I sit here worried I’m going to puke. “You wondered who you agreed to serve?” The cold look I saw returns. “I am death. And no one escapes death.”
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
Dria exits the vehicle, holding open the door for me to jump out. She wraps one delicate hand around the studded collar and whispers, “Don’t leave my side tonight. It’s the only way I can ensure your safety.”
I nod once, conveying I understand. Will I be able to hold back if I see Raine in danger? 
“If you don’t, you run the risk of ruining the whole plan.” She gives my collar a jerk and then releases. “Think on that long and hard, numb nuts. Those alpha tendencies can get in the way and destroy the whole pack if you’re not careful. Don’t make me regret agreeing to help.”
We walk to the front door and Dria rings the bell. A young blond woman, skinny to the point of looking anorexic, answers the door, a bright, forced smile on her face.
“Welcome to the V V Inn. Please, come in.”
Dria’s back stiffens at the woman’s words. The hand resting on my back fists in the fur. “Interesting name. May I ask where it came from?”
The skinny blonde shrugs, the smile on her face faltering. “I’m not sure. Cecil, the owner, said it means something to the vampire community.” The young werewolf locks eyes with me, trying to convey something—what I’m not sure. Maybe it’s simply a warning from one Were to another to get out while I can.
“Yes,” Dria says with a strained smile. “I’ve heard of it before. Hadn’t realized there was a... branch here in Virginia.”
“I take it this is your first time here?”
Dria nods her head regally. “Yes, it is.”
“My name is Tara, I can show you around.”
Tara leads us into the large foyer with two formal rooms branching off both sides. Midway into the house an elaborate staircase winds upward, and further back, a hall leads to more rooms.
Tara waves to the right with her toothpick arm. “Inside you’ll find the parlor, where guests mingle with the available Weres, selecting a partner if one has not been prearranged.” Dria nods and steps forward to glance about the room. Sticking close to her side as instructed, I follow, and see more than I’d bargained for.
Several slim werewolves lounge on heavy leather furniture, their gazes empty and unfocused. How much of their minds have been ruined by the constant control Cecil exerts on them? Can they heal from such damage and live a normal life?
Rage boils under my skin and I start to shake, minimally at first with the shudders gradually increasing as I try and hold still. The alpha in me calls for revenge, and a red haze of violence colors my vision, urging me to leap and tear out the throats of the nearby vampires ogling the emaciated wolves. 
The studded collar around my neck is painfully jerked by Dria, the hard edge of the stitched leather digging into my airway. I glance up at her to see she’s eyeing the vampires in the room, ignoring me completely, but obviously aware of my distress.
One vampire selects a slender man in his early twenties. He picks up the delicate leash dangling from the Were’s navy blue collar and leads the unresisting Were out of the room toward the stairs. He ignores us in passing, but Dria studies him carefully as they exit.
When he’s gone, her bright green gaze lingers on every bloodsucker in the room, like she’s trying to place their identity or memorizing their appearance for a later purpose. There’s a calmness emanating from her that feels down right spooky. I wish we had talked about more of an actual plan than “follow my lead” before we got here.
Who am I kidding? I’m basically at her mercy however you cut it. 
Wow. Talk about humbling. 
A chill races up my spine and this time it has nothing to do with my impotent feelings of rage at my fellow Were’s treatment. Who should be able to wield such power over others? Isn’t there an old saying that absolute power corrupts absolutely?
Dria kneels by my side, a deadly smile on her face, and whispers in my ear. “There’s always someone more powerful who can knock you off your perch—even if you’re me. Never forget it and you don’t have to worry about corruption. You’ll be too afraid watching your own back.”
Turning her private tete ala tete with me into a show of something else, she says in a louder voice, “Which one do you think I should pick, my dear? They all look a little… tired.”
Before I decide what she expects me to do at her question, she stands, dismissing me as if we never spoke.
Tara senses the difference in Dria’s appraising stare around the room and says, “We have one or two that might appeal to you better. You could talk to Cecil and arrange something.”
A huge smile spreads across the redhead’s features. “Meet Cecil? Why thank you, Tara. What a wonderful idea.”
Tension slips from the blond Were, pleased she did something right in the growing tension. She leads us out of the room toward the back of the building. The disturbing sounds of a nearby feeding vampire and forced pleasure from a donor chase us down the hall, tightening my gut and fueling me with the urge to rip and maim.
Dria’s hand fists in my fur again, and then softens, smoothing the raised hackles I can’t control in my distress. Tara meanders down a long hall and stops in front of a shut door. She raps once and waits.
“Yes?” a male voice calls from within.
“I’ve got a new visitor who would like to speak with you about selecting donors not in the lounge tonight.”
“Come in.”
Tara opens the door and steps back, her body language projecting she’s eager to avoid being in the room with either party, if she can.
Dria steps through the doorway with her head held high, her mane of lush copper waves spilling down her back. A large desk occupies one end of the room, with a small sitting area in front of it. The vampire who chased me into the night a week ago stands behind the desk, a fake smile plastered on his face. He steps around the desk and motions with one arm for us to sit in one of the chairs.
“Welcome. Please, take a seat.” 
My shoulder brushes up against her thigh as Dria walks to a high-backed chair and sits.
“My name is Cecil and I’m the owner of the V V Inn.” He settles across from Dria, crossing his legs. “Tara mentioned our current selection tonight didn’t spark your interest.” He glances at me with a flick of dismissal. “Surely, if your servant isn’t enough to satisfy your need, you’d be content with whomever was willing, no?”
A coldness enters Dria tone. “That would assume your donors were willing, wouldn’t it?”
Cecil sits straighter in his seat. “I resent your implication. Our donors are willing. Ask them.”
Her calculating gaze narrows on the larger man, not a trace of fear or doubt evident in her. “We all know how easily agreement can be coerced, don’t we?” Dria scoots to the edge of her seat and extends her hand to the flustered vampire. “Allow me to introduce myself, I’m Alexandria McAndrews.”
Her hand hangs in the air as Cecil’s mouth gapes and his pale skin whitens. “No… You can’t be…” He shuts his mouth and shrinks into his chair. “What are you doing here?”
A vicious look of satisfaction crosses Dria’s face before she speaks. “Ah, I see you recognize the name, do you not?”
“Are you the one they called ‘Alexandria the Great’?”
Dria rises from her chair to stand over Cecil. “That depends on who you ask. By ‘they’, I take it you mean the Tribunal?” Cecil nods, his eyes tracking Dria’s every minuscule movement. She looks around his office, then brings her eyes back to his flinching features. “Interesting set up you’ve got here. I wonder what they would think of it.” She begins to pace in her agitation, back and forth in front of the tense vampire. 
“I’m not breaking any laws,” Cecil says, forced bravado coloring his tone. I can smell the stink of fear coming off him in waves. This is getting interesting.  Why would her name and reputation scare him so much?
Dria whips around and points an accusing finger his way. “You are doing something far worse. You have imprisoned these wolves and manipulated their minds to do your bidding. You pimp them out in an old-style blood brothel and think no one will notice?” Her hand drops to her side as her chest heaves in anger. “You think hiding behind a technicality that the laws weren’t written to include werewolves would save you?”
“Blood brothel? This is no such thing. The V V Inn has been around for over a century, perhaps you never heard of it? We’re operating like we always have.”
“Bullshit!” The tiny vampire cries and leaps across the space between them, toppling the chair backward and pinning the terrified vampire to the floor. “I run the only V V Inn, you disgrace of a vampire.” Cecil’s face collapses in horror. “Perhaps you should have done your research better, asshole.”
Without warning Dria plunges her hand straight into his chest and tears out the vampire’s bloody heart. A scream starts from Cecil but abruptly cuts off when his heart leaves his body. Dria tosses the organ over her shoulder and pulls up her skirt. She extracts a hunting knife strapped to her inner thigh. 
My stomach revolts at the horror before me and I swallow bile, hoping I don’t hurl. In a smooth practiced move, Dria severs Cecil’s head from his body and lays it a few feet from his body. Removing the heart first prevented any arterial spray, but her right hand is coated with red all the way up her forearm. 
I may be a werewolf, but I’ve never killed a vampire, or anyone else for that matter— animals I’ve hunted while a wolf don’t count as murder in my eyes. 
Holy shit. Just exactly what have I gotten myself into with this woman?
She calmly wipes her blade and sullied hand on the dead vampire’s suit jacket before glancing my way. “Well, crap. I hadn’t intended to kill the bastard so quickly tonight. That was until I heard what he called this place—then all my best intentions went out the window.” She sighs once, the sound tired and bone-weary, striding toward the desk. 
Dria picks up the phone, while I stare at the wet, sloppy heart at my feet, and dials a number. In a moment whomever she’s calling picks up. “Rafe honey, I’m going to need you here after all. We’ve got quite a mess to clean up.”
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Dria hangs up the phone and focuses her keen gaze on me. “Well, Jon, do you have the courage to eat the heart of your enemy or do you plan on staring at it for a while?”
You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. She wants me to eat his freakin’ heart?
“Yes, Jon. That’s exactly what I want you to do. When you kill a vamp you have an opportunity to ingest some of his or her power. Eating his heart will be the best route for a werewolf. As a vampire, I’d drink his blood—drain him dry if I were looking for the power boost.” Her nose curls up in disgust. “Which I’m not. This bastard smells ripe with all kinds of crazy and addiction. I’ll never be that hungry again, thank you very much.”
The fresh blood from the recent kill fills my head, as the disgusting suggestion to devour his heart twists my gut. In wolf form I’ve eaten an animal’s internal organs without a second’s pause. Why does the thought of complying with her suggestion leave me disgusted?
Maybe because the bastard was human at one point? After all, you’d never eat a wolf, would you?
“That would depend on how hungry you were.” Her cold eyes offer no reassurances. “You may not ever be that hungry, Jon. It’s a different time we live in than just one hundred years ago.” Her stare hardens and her mouth thins into a firm line. “Do it. Now.” 
I lower my muzzle to the warm organ. The smell of blood and slaughtered flesh fills my head and constricts my throat.
“Don’t let the thoughts linger in your mind and take hold. This is not a life or death decision. This is an alpha protecting those weaker than him—growing stronger to keep doing so.”
I close my eyes, clamp my nostrils closed, and gulp down the heart in one bite, not bothering to chew. The slick mass slides to my stomach, sitting like a hard weight in my middle.  
I open my eyes to see her watching me, perhaps wondering if I’ll puke it up and make an ass out of myself.
“Good. The power surge will hit you as it digests. Gross, I know, but one day you’ll thank me for it.”
Somehow I seriously doubt that, but I keep my thoughts locked down tight, trying to avoid what she called my projecting.
Her head tilts to the side as her stare intensifies. “Good. You’re getting better at calming your thoughts.” She walks to my side and kneels. “We’re going to have a rough couple of hours ahead of us, are you going to be able to handle it? Before you agree, let me tell you what’s going to happen.” Her hand reaches out and stokes my fur. “I can’t ‘cure’ a vampire of their addiction.” Her gaze drifts to the wall as her rhythmic petting soothes my jittery stomach. “There is a way I could alter their thoughts… but it won’t change their long term addiction in the end. This means the worst cases will have to die—here, tonight.”
She stands, her comforting touch vanishes, leaving me with a feeling of coldness in its absence.
“It won’t be pretty. It may haunt your nightmares for years. But there is no other choice.” She pats me once on the head. “I won’t think less of you if you need to go to the car.” 
A low growl rumbles in my throat. I will not be hightailing it out of here because things turn difficult. I knew going in this wasn’t going to be easy. If I’m honest with myself, there was really no other way to end the evil that resides in this house. But if I’d known I was going to have to eat a heart I might have balked at joining her.
Dria’s lip turns up at one corner. “Okay, wolfman, you made your decision. If you change your mind later I won’t hold it against you. Cold-blooded killing isn’t for everyone, but I promise to make things quick.”
Her delicate nose wrinkles as she glances back at the headless corpse. “Dammit. I will have to take a sip from him to ensure the killing is done swiftly.” Showing none of the hesitation or inner turmoil I faced a few moments ago, she daintily leans over the body and dips two fingers in the pooling blood. She pops the stained digits into her mouth and licks them clean, her face twisting at the tainted taste.
“Ugh. I’ve definitely tasted better, that’s for sure.” 
Dria rises and sits again on the vacant chair. She closes her eyes and in a moment her face appears relaxed and serene. After a few heart beats, she opens her eyes, catching me staring at her.
“His blood is in all the wolves here. Their blood is in all of the visiting vampires. It couldn’t have been more perfect for what I need to do. I can twist the connection to suit my plans without ever having met the addicts.” She glances at her watch. “Come, let’s get this over with. Rafe will be here soon and I’d rather have this part behind us when he arrives.”
She opens the office door, revealing a shocked Tara huddled in the hallway. “Something is different,” she says, the fear leaving her voice as she ventures to stand. “My mind is starting to clear.”
Dria nods. “Yes. The nightmare is over for your pack. Go to where Cecil imprisoned your alphas and free them. Give them the drink that restores their blood and strength.” Tara nods, her eyes as big as saucers. “How many ‘guests’ came to the house tonight?”
“Five.”
“Good. Gather every wolf you encounter to the large building out back. We’ll be there when we can.”
“What about the wolves upstairs already with vampires?”
Dria reaches out a hand and places it on Tara’s arm. Instantly the woman quiets. “Don’t you worry. I’ll get them out.”
Tara scurries toward the back of the house. Dria watches her leave and strides toward the front entrance. Her high heels ring out across the wood with each step. In a moment we’re in the main foyer, facing the first room Tara showed us. The lounge contains one vampire mingling with three wolves. Wolves that look like they are waking from a long sleep.
“Jon, take them outside and return to me.”
The Weres look to me, and I swing my head to the front door. Without a word they move as one to the exit. The man sitting in the room is the one Cecil called Nathaniel last week, the one who tasted Raine against her will while the others watched.
Curiously, he doesn’t move and doesn’t speak as I herd the Weres outside. I pause on the threshold, the retreating Weres safely in front of me, and glance back to see what Dria will do.
“Close your eyes, Jon.”
Before I have a chance to process the request, and decide to follow her command or ignore it, Nathaniel’s head explodes, showering the room in blood and bits of gore. Horror and shock roll through me as I stare at the redheaded vampire.
Oh my God. What is this woman I’ve pledged myself to? Is she simply a vampire or something more? What is this unleashed power Dria wields?
“I told you not to look.” She turns to face me. A calm detachment on her face. “Four more to go. Why don’t you go grab your clothes from the car and assist me as a man? It will be easier for you to help the Weres upstairs.”
Without giving her a gesture of understanding, I race out the door, feeling as if the hounds of hell were on my heels.  I never imagined a vampire could do such a thing to another of its kind and wonder why no one has mentioned it. Granted, we didn’t talk about vampires a lot in Manitoba, but surely if all of them could kill like that there’d be fewer vampires in the world, right?
The heat of the night wraps around me as I crouch next to the rented car. The hushed crying and whispers of the wolves standing nearby reach me, pulling me out of my thoughts to the here and now. 
I reach for the physical change, picturing my human form in my mind. Flesh dissolves around me as the bones and muscles re-knit in a wash of energy so fast that I’m returned to man in the blink of an eye.
I rise from the gravel and open the back door, withdrawing the bag and grabbing my clothes with a speed I’ve never possessed. I slide the T-shirt over my head, then pull on jeans, apprehensive to face not only what waits for me inside the blood brothel, but to come to grips with exactly how I’m managing to move and change form as fast as I am.
It’s the vampire heart, you twit. Guess you’re digesting it faster than you’d bargained for.
My stomach clenches at the thought, the urge to hurl and dispel the vampire heart raging through my system.
“Who are you and what’s going on?”
I turn and see the three wolves from inside, huddled next to each other a dozen feet away.
“I’m friends with Raine and came to help.” Firming my resolve as I quiet my gut and return to the house. “Go care for your alphas. It will all be over soon.”
I march up the steps, the picture of the exploding vampire head front and center in my thoughts. Will she kill them all the same way? Without even a fight? Is there honor in a battle that isn’t fought but obliterated like a nuclear bomb?
Our government didn’t stand and debate for years when they dropped the bomb on Japan, now did they? The only choice is usually the hardest to make.
Dria waits for me in the foyer, her head angled toward the stairs and what awaits us above. “Next time I tell you to close your eyes, listen.”
I move to stand before her, meeting her green gaze without flinching. “If you can handle it, then so can I.”
A sad smile curves her mouth. “You never forget your first massacre.” Compassion spikes in her eyes for an instant before vanishing. “It will haunt you forever. I would have liked to spare you the pain.” 
“Being an alpha means I don’t get to wear blinders when times are tough, right?”
“Yes, Jon.”
“Well then, it’s about time I face the world with my eyes wide open.”
She nods and places a foot on the first stair. “There will be days you regret this decision. But, I understand.” Dria looks over her shoulder and there’s a sadness on her face. “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.”
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
The next five minutes shake the very foundation of my sanity. At each occupied bedroom we encounter, Dria has me usher the victimized Were out the door and down the hall, while the previously feasting vampire sits utterly still. Once the Were passes, she closes the door, leaving it slightly ajar, and stands in the hall while the wet splatter of the addicted vampire’s head explodes in the room beyond.
It would all seem surreal and out of a movie if I wasn’t smelling the gore and seeing the blood on the red stained walls when a door happens to swing open. By the third one the gorge in my stomach tries to force its way up my throat.  I can’t do this. I can’t sit by and watch this mindless killing.  
Dria’s cooler hand rests on my arm as we travel toward the last room in the hall. “Steady, Jon. You can do this. Only one more to handle.”
“Don’t you mean ‘slaughter’?” I try and pull my arm out of her grasp, but she holds firm. “For God’s sake, you’re not even giving them a chance to fight.”
She leans in, her voice whispering near my ear. “Like they did to the wolves, Jon? These vampires captured their minds and held them captive while they raped and used them for their own twisted needs.” Her breath tickles my neck and I shudder, torn between loathing and vengeance. “Revenge is never pretty and often leaves you empty. Focus on the lives we’re saving and you’ll get through this.”
A quiet calmness fills me, but my soul screams. It seems wrong to kill anyone without a fight. 
Dria releases my arm and stares into my eyes. “It is—in a perfect world. But ours is far from perfect. Remember what they told you happened to the daughter of the alphas?” I nod. “Save your mercy for children like her and do the hard task that needs to be done in her honor.”
She’s right, I know. But I never signed up for heartless, cold-blooded slaughter. I never dreamed her plan would include the quick execution of everyone responsible. 
What did you think would happen? That the vampires would all promise not to abuse Weres again and everyone would be magically set free?
My own naiveté chokes me. Good God, what an idiot I am. I shake my head, trying to clear the bloody images from my mind. Worry creeps in when I realize who we haven’t freed from these upstairs rooms. “We haven’t come across Raine, yet.”
The vampire’s face takes on a faraway look. “Does she have short dark brown hair, skinny as a rail, and soulful blue eyes?”
In my mind’s eye I think of the young Were, the woman who was able to resist Cecil’s compulsion thanks to a spark between us, the dimple near her upturned mouth and the twinkle in her eyes. “Yeah, that sounds a little like Raine.”
“Well then, you’ll get your wish.” She motions down the hall. “I’m pretty sure she’s on the other side of the last door on the right.”
“How do you know that?”
She moves stealthily down the carpet toward the last room. “That’s a story for another day, wolfman.”
Dria eases to one side of the door. Her green eyes seek out mine as her body tenses. “It’s not going well in there. We need to get in there quick—it may already be too late.”
Without another word from the vamped-out killer, she kicks open the door. The second man who attacked me last week, Thomas, lies naked on his side, his body wrapped around the unmoving form of Raine.
Another rush of adrenaline floods my body, promising a wicked crash when the danger is finally past. Fire surges through me with the desire to rip and tear the leech limb from limb. Raine’s eyes are closed and her pale skin almost glows in the half-light of the bedroom.
“You’re too late,” Thomas calls from the bed. “I heard your... exterminating techniques a few minutes ago and knew my fate was sealed.”
Dria steps into the room, her eyes locked on the vamp with the bloody mouth and not the ripped out throat of Raine on the bed. My God, we might be too late. The urge to rush forward and save her compels me forward, but the strong arm of the redheaded vampire bars my passage.
“Why kill her?” Dria asks. “She did nothing to you.”
He ignores her and asks a question of his own, “I felt you in my mind, didn’t I? I’ve never felt the presence of another vampire in my awareness. You were hard to miss.”
My senses strain toward the girl on the bed. Is she truly gone or can we save her? I try and listen for her heart beat, but can’t discern anything over my own pounding pulse.
“Shh...” Dria says, and the man on the bed goes silent. There’s a frown on her face when she turns to me. “Jon, check to see if she still lives.”
I stride past the redhead, watching Thomas the whole time. Will he leap on me and rip out my throat when I approach?
Once I reach the side of the bed I place two fingers on Raine’s wrist, hoping for a response. Nothing. I lean down and rest my head on her chest, hoping, straining for some sign of life. Pain wells and grabs my heart, like it’s being crushed in my chest. She’s well and truly gone.
Anger and pain over her loss battle inside me. I want nothing more than to rip apart the vampire who did this to her, to feast on his flesh, and gorge on his blackened heart. As the muscles in my shoulders bunch and I prepare to leap, one thought holds me back. I judged Dria just moments ago, and yet I’m ready to do the same damn thing—kill and destroy an enemy who hasn’t even lifted a finger toward me. Why is it he hasn’t moved? What the hell is she doing to him? Reining in my primal urges for vengeance takes every ounce of will power and strength I gained from eating Cecil’s heart.
“Why?” I ask him, my voice harsh with the devastation of losing Raine. “You hear us coming and you still didn’t try and flee? You went after her instead.”
The vampire stares at me silently, not moving a muscle, not twitching an eye. It’s like he’s frozen.
“What he has to say doesn’t matter, Jon.” Dria says. “If she’s gone I can’t bring her back and nothing he could add would make you feel better—it will probably make you feel worse.” A hand lands on my shoulder, the touch light and reassuring. “Would you like to end him or shall I?”
Disgust coils in my gut and bile rises up my throat. I shake my head, afraid to speak and spew the hatred coiling inside me. I pull the limp form of Raine away from him, picking her up in my arms, and cover her nakedness with the bed sheet. Cradling her lifeless form to my chest, I turn and leave, letting my actions answer for me.
Halfway down the hall I hear the door close behind Dria and the distinct splatter I’ve come to recognize in the last few minutes as the quick and final death of another vampire.
Tears trickle unchecked across my face as I carry the dead woman down the stairs. Could we have saved her if we’d moved faster? Would she have lived if I hadn’t trailed her back to the mansion last week? So many conflicting thoughts fight for dominance in my mind as one foot follows another and I painstakingly make my way to the rear of the house, where we told the other Weres to gather.
The weight of her body pulls on me mentally, but not physically. Her arms lay loose, one cradled to her body and the other dangling toward the ground. With each step, the burden of carrying her draws me into a pit of despair.
I failed this woman. I thought I could help, but in the end I was no match against an enemy who outnumbered me and had advantages of strength and experience. 
If it wasn’t for the more powerful vampire I’d stumbled upon, this whole pack would be dead—if not now than surely later as the years of their torment stretched on. 
You did do something. You didn’t turn your back on them like Romeo and Elsa. You found someone to help.
Yeah, and at what price? Raine is dead and I’ll be serving the deadliest creature I’ve ever met. What if she gets tired of me? What if I make a wrong move? Could she dispose of me without a backward glance, like she did those vampires in the house? The noise of hushed voices reaches me as I make my way to the backyard.
A blurry glance reveals the rest of the werewolves have gathered outside. Two dirty forms huddle near the ground, several other packmates standing close to them. My guess would be the ones on the ground are the chained and drained alphas from this unlucky pack. At my slow approach, a few Weres turn in my direction. 
“Raine!” The young wolf from the house, Tara, rushes to my side. “Is she...?”
The crushing weight of my failure shoves me to my knees, clasping the body of the slight werewolf to my chest as I descend. “I tried, Tara... I really tried.”
“No!” she shouts, tears cascading down her face. She reaches to take her packmate’s limp body from my arms, the sobs wracking her shoulders don’t hinder her supernatural strength to support a woman her size. I release my hold on Raine’s remains. My back bows and my head sags. 
All this, for... what? 
Was it worth it? You sell your soul to the devil and your potential mate lies dead?
Dria lays a hand on my shoulder. Her touch eases some of the despair coating my thoughts. “I’m no angel, that’s true.” I turn my head and stare into her glittering green eyes. “But I’m sure as hell not a soul-collecting devil, either.”
My mouth opens to refute the betraying thoughts she read, but she pats my shoulder, stopping me. “It’s okay, Jon. You’re allowed to feel pain and grieve. If you didn’t, I’d be worried about you—and the type of alpha you’d make without compassion.” Her hand grips the fabric of my shirt and she gives a gentle tug. “Get up.” I stoically rise to my feet, wanting nothing more than the ground to open and swallow me over Raine’s loss—and my horrible failure at letting her die. 
Dria’s next words whip a light of fire through me. “We’re not done yet. Wipe your tears and let’s get moving. There’s more to do, whether you’re ready for it or not.”
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
“What?” The question leaks past my shock-parched lips, quiet enough to be more of a whisper. Fear squeezes my heart as my muscles tense. “You don’t plan on...?” I trail off, afraid to voice my inner fear that she may not stop her killing spree with just the vampires.
“Worried I’ll hurt the wolves?” she asks, a twinge of annoyance on her pale as porcelain face. “Now really, Jon. What kind of help would I be if I intended to kill the wolves? Anyone with some accelerant and a lighter could’ve done that ages ago by burning this whole place to the ground.” 
I turn to face her, confusion spilling out of me. “Well, then...?”
She reaches out one pale hand, cupping my cheek with a delicate touch. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to save Raine.” Her eyes dart to the group of skinny huddled bodies outside of the building that held me hostage a week ago. “I plan on helping as many of the wolves as I can, trust me. I would’ve never accepted your offer otherwise.”
She drops her hand and strides to the ragged pack of Weres. I trail behind her, unsure what she’s got planned. She stops ten feet from a stooped man with matted hair and a scraggly beard, who huddles over the emaciated form of an equally dirty woman. Dria angles her head my way, her voice coming out low, for my ears only. “The night is not over, Jon. Not by a long shot. Sure, the worst of the hell is past, but we’ve got hours more ahead of us.” Her eyes flick behind us to the empty mansion. “Rafe will be here soon. We’ll be burning this place to the ground—he’ll start on getting it prepped.” She motions with her chin toward the couple. “I think those are the alphas. I need to talk with them before proceeding with the next stage of my plan.” Her serious stare drills into mine. “I need you by my side. Are you up for it?”
Resolve stiffens my spine. I may not have been able to save Raine, but I will follow through with my promise to this deadly creature.
Her eyes sharpen while she stares at me. “Well?”
“You can count on me, Dria.”
After a small nod she approaches the couple, crouching down to their level on the ground. “Are you the alphas of this pack?”
The man nods, his hand coming up to rest on his wife’s shoulder. “Yes. I’m Cliff and this is my wife, Kristin. Are you the one responsible for the end of our hell?”
A Were rushes forward with two pitchers of water and another hands a cup to each of the shrunken alphas. Dria hesitates in answering, letting the two drink their fill before continuing the conversation.
The scent drifting up from the water tells me it contains the same additives that healed me after I was drained by Cecil and his fellow addicts. I doubt one pitcher will bring these two back to anything close to resembling good health, but it’s a start in the right direction.
The sound of tires on gravel drifts to us from the side of the mansion, pulling the rag-tag group of victim’s attention toward the noise. The tension spilling off a few of them has me stepping forward to reassure them. “It’s not another vampire. The new arrival is a human here to help.” I motion toward Dria. “Just like she is.”
Cliff and Kristin manage to stand after drinking the entire pitcher, the proud bearing of their former leadership shining through the dirt and grime. Kristin steps forward first, her right hand extended in gratitude toward the vampire. “Thank you.” 
Dria steps back deferring the credit to me with a wave of her arm. “I never would have come if it wasn’t for Jon. He’s the one you need to thank.”
Cliff steps up next to his wife. “From what the other Weres have reported, it’s your strength and... skill, that saved us.”
Dria looks uncomfortable at the gratitude and steers the conversation in another direction. “Cliff, we need to talk about your wolves.”
The tall, thin man looks around at his tattered pack of skinny werewolves. “Yes? What about them?”
Rafe’s approach from behind draws her focus away for a moment. The couple stares intently at one another for a moment, and then Rafe nods sharply. More of that silent communication I suspect is happening between the two, I bet. I’d like to know what the hell they were discussing.
Kristin speaks up, brushing her wildly unkempt and dirty hair from her eyes. “Is there something you wanted to say…Miss…?
Dria returns her attention to the alphas. “Please, call me Dria.” She gestures toward the building behind the group, where the couple had been imprisoned for five long years. “Can we talk inside? It will be safer.”
“Safer?” Cliff asks. “What more can happen to us?”
“My husband is here to set a fire in the mansion, to wipe out every trace of the vampire remains inside. We won’t light it until the pack is gone, but I need to work with the survivors and my task will take time—and solitude.”
Cliff glances to his wife, confusion and uncertainty marring both of their faces. After a brief moment they both nod. “You’ve proven your trust so far,” he says. “We’ll hear you out.”
They turn as one, the group nearby parting to allow them passage, and the four of us make our way into the low, long building. Kristin’s shoulders shudder when she crosses the threshold, but she keeps going, head held high.
There’s a grouping of old furniture just past the entryway. We stand in the middle, all of us looking to the vampire to see what she has to say.
Dria’s voice softens, the soothing tone cascading over my skin like a balm on a burn. “Your wolves’ minds have been damaged by the extreme control Cecil held over them for so long.”
Kristin’s face crumbles and tears trickle down her cheeks. She refuses to hide her pain and meets Dria’s stare head-on. “Are you suggesting their minds will never heal? That they will remain like this—shadows of themselves—for the rest of their lives?”
The redhead nods. “Yes. That is my fear. But, I can help them.”
“How?” Cliff asks, disbelief and weariness prominent in his voice. 
“I can fix the worst of his mind meddling, but it will take me time to repair so many. Perhaps almost an hour per person.” She looks out the small window near the door, her face pinching with worry. “But…”
“Yes?”
“I won’t be able to completely erase their memories for so long of a time frame. I might be able to… conceal… the worst of the atrocities done to them—but not all of it. Not without a lot more time than we have and a plausible cover story you’d want me to insert.”
A harsh bark of sound rips from the concerned man. “Cover story? There is nothing we could contrive to explain this horrendous imprisonment.” He hangs his head in frustration. “If I could go back in time and volunteer my life to save theirs, I would, without a second thought… but we’re way past wishful thinking and have been for a very long time.”
Mistrust colors the gaze of his crying wife. “Can we trust her?” she asks, turning her imploring eyes to me, obviously uncaring of voicing her concerns in front of Dria. “Why would she help us?” She looks to Dria, her moist gaze holding a fierce resolve. “We don’t know you. Vampires have never helped our kind before.”
Dria stands and moves to the window, gazing at the lost souls standing near one another for comfort. “That’s not entirely true. Vampires have stepped in to help other supernatural species in the past.” She shrugs, as if our discussing her morality doesn’t affect her. “Unfortunately, many more of us have stepped in to abuse them as well. I don’t blame you for being wary.”
The urge to do something wells inside me, and before I have a chance to think about what I’m saying, the words tumble out. “I vouch for her.” Three heads whip around to stare at me. “She won’t harm your wolves, or you. I swear it on my life.”
Silence fills the small space for the span of a few heartbeats. Dria’s expression holds one of surprise while the alpha’s holds confusion. 
“And why would your word matter?” Cliff asks. “This is the first time I’ve met you.” 
“Because I volunteered to be her vampire servant and I can read her mind through our bond.” The lie spills out between us, Dria’s eyes narrow at my blatant fabrication. Hell, there’s no way they would know I’m not truly bonded to her yet, or what that bond may or may not share. At the couple’s shocked expression I add, “Yeah, that’s right. I volunteered my life to her—to save your pack. If you don’t trust her, trust me. I stand by my words—she holds no ill will or plans to deceive you in her thoughts.” 
Cliff nods once and stands, extending his hand to me. I rise and clasp his skeletal grip in my own. “From one alpha to another. I will put my faith in you.” He glances in Dria’s direction. “And that means in her, too.”
Dria walks to the couch and takes a seat. “Good. Glad that’s cleared up. This is going to take a while.” She looks to Kristin. “Can you bring the first Were in and I’ll get started? You’re all welcome to stay and watch, as long as you’re quiet.”
 
 
The hours tick by slowly, and the sun rises while she works. To everyone’s surprise, the sun doesn’t slow her down. Dria’s pace is relentless. One after another she sits with each wolf, holding their hand in silence while she repairs the holes Cecil’s forced compulsions created. She explained that she’s slipping into their minds, the physical contact making it easier, and re-knitting the very fabric of their consciousness to make the savaged Weres whole again.
Rafe and the healed Weres have been busy while she works, removing anything of value from the house—including the car keys of all the vampires who drove here and the numerous stacks of cash locked away in Cecil’s safe. Five years is a long time to be missing, and the group has no residences to go home to. The money will at least support them while the pack gets healthy and tries to pick up the pieces of their lives.
By the time Dria works on the tenth Were I visibly see her strength waning. None of the wolves here are strong enough to donate blood, so I step forward. Unsure how to proceed, I bare my wrist to her.
“Here, it looks like you need sustenance to continue.”
Hunger lights her gaze, drawing her need closer to the surface. She shakes her head and tears her eyes from my pulsing wrist. “No. I’m fine.”
“You’re not. I can see you’re getting tired, Dria. Why won’t you drink from me?”
Anger replaces her obvious want and she lashes out, her voice sharp as a whip. “I am the master here. You don’t tell me what I need.” Her green gaze locks on mine as she issues a command I’m compelled to follow. “Leave us, wolfman. Check on Rafe.”
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Unable to resist her command, I walk slowly to the door. On the threshold I turn to her, biting out my words, “I will come back to check on you. Make no doubt about that.”
She ignores me, her attention solely focused on the Were seated next to her. 
I stride toward the mansion, shaking my head in frustration. Damn, that woman is stubborn. How good is her control that she can continue what she’s doing and not attack the weres in hunger?
Rafe’s deep voice pulls me from my thoughts. “Did she finally kick you out?” He smiles. “You lasted in there a lot longer than I would have guessed.”
“Why? It’s not like she needed me. She just ignored me most of the time.”
He rubs a dusty hand over his hair, resting it on the back of his neck in exhaustion. “She doesn’t normally let people watch what she does.” He nods toward the building. “I wouldn’t doubt she’ll alter the alphas perception of exactly what they witnessed when she’s done. Not the kind of thing she likes to get out.”
“What kind of thing do you mean? That she helped people? Why would she want that to be a secret?”
He heads toward a nearby tree on the lawn and lowers himself to the ground, resting against the trunk. I follow, but remain standing, the energy coiling inside me from the vampire heart still fueling me, pushing me to act, urging me to do something. 
“Vampire society is complicated, Jon. Her compassion could be viewed as a weakness and used against her by an enemy.”
“Man, that’s fucked up.”
He nods, his head drifting to the bark in exhaustion. “You have no idea.”
I look across the grass at the freed Weres wondering what will happen to them. “What’s next? What will we do after Dria finishes?”
“We see the wolves off safely. I called ahead and booked five more rooms at our hotel. They can drive the liberated vampire cars and any valuables they find to the hotel. After that, it’s up to them. Their alphas need to be the ones to direct their future, not us.”
His words make sense, but I still have this feeling of foreboding inside me. “What about the fire you plan to light? We don’t want it spreading to the woods.”
He raises his head, bright blue eyes locking on me. “I soaked the surrounding trees with water from a hose, and the lawn. The fire will be controlled and called in. We just want everyone out of here first.”
I pace, the uneasiness in me spreading. “Yeah, yeah, that all sounds good. But what about us? What happens with the three of us? Where do you two live? Do I move there with you?”
“Things will unfold as intended.” His gaze loses focus for a moment, like his mind is elsewhere, then sharpens when he glances toward me. “We’ll talk more. When she’s sleeping.”
“So she does sleep, eh? I wondered. What with the sun being out and she’s still wandering around.”
“I told you before. She’s very old. Doesn’t need much blood or much sleep. But the sun of high noon could still kill her if she sat in it long enough.” He pushes himself up, tiredness drawing down his large frame. “I know my wife. She’s going to need blood very soon, and her body will force a restorative sleep on her whether she wants it or not.”
“I offered her my blood. She refused.”
His spine straightens at my words. “Dammit. She refused you? I worried she’d get a pang of consciousness.”
“What does that mean?”
He shakes his head, refusing to elaborate more. “We’ll talk later—like I said, when she’s sleeping. Let’s get the wolves into the cars and out of here.”
 
 
By nine a.m. Dria is done. All the pack-owned vehicles, like Raine’s, and the visiting vampire’s luxury cars leave the property. The wolves will travel to the hotel where food and warm beds await them. One of them gathered as much of the special herbs as they could find, with plans of having everyone drink their fill of the healing concoction later.
Dria’s exhaustion is apparent to anyone paying attention. She walks a little slower and doesn’t glance our way as she staggers to the rented Benz. Without a word, she opens the back door and crawls inside, lying in the shadowed interior. Rafe and I check the accelerant placements carefully, making sure the headless vampire remains are well-covered for maximum temperature and destruction.
“Won’t the firemen find their decapitated skeletons when they send in a fire investigator?”
“Nope,” Rafe says. “Once the sun hits their bones, the remains will turn to dust.”
“Why not just drag their bodies out to burn and save the house?”
“Too much evil has been done in that house.” 
A snort of disbelief comes from me. Does this guy really believe all that crap?
He looks at me sideways. “You think I’m joking. No amount of cleansing could save it and whoever lived in it afterwards would suffer.”
“Seriously? That sounds like bullshit to me.”
“Think what you want, furball. I’ve seen it in the past. It’s best to burn it and hope the next structure built here doesn’t occupy the same space. Just as good feelings can permeate the atmosphere of holy structures and scared spaces, same can be said about places were great evil has occurred.”
“Whatever, man.”
“Come on—surely you must be open to some kind of belief. After all, if you’d been told werewolves and vampires were real before your attack you never would have believed it, right?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“Same thing applies here. Witches and witchcraft, wizards and fae, demons and even more shapeshifting creatures from various mythology than you ever guessed, all roam this earth—why not good and evil?”
“I never thought about it too closely.” An uncomfortableness settles inside me. “Are those things true? Do all those… species really exist?”
“Yup. Humans have never been the top predator. We just like to think we are.” Rafe tosses me the lighter and strides to the rented car.
“That’s a depressing eye opener, man. Uh… thanks.”
The taller man opens the car door and addresses me over the roof of the car. “It is what it is, Jon. Best you get used to the idea. I’ll meet you back at the hotel.”
I strike the lighter, the flame dancing in the fresh morning air of late spring. “Yeah. See you there.” I let the flame die as the couple drives away. 
As discussed, I’m going to light the blaze, make sure it takes where we need it and then put in a call to the firefighters. My cover story is going to be that I was driving alone on the isolated road when I saw the smoke. Staying here ’til I hear the sirens approach will ensure the fire doesn’t spread to the woods before they arrive.
I head back to the front door of the mansion, regret washing through me at the loss of such a beautiful home. I flick the lighter on and off in my nervousness, twining through the house to light the spots Rafe indicated earlier.
 A part of me desires to visit the room upstairs one last time… the room were Raine died. But I resist. The brutality of that moment is not how I want to recall the slim young wolf. I light the accelerants as instructed and hightail it out the back door. Fires don’t run as rampant through a structure this large as one might think. All the doors on every floor are open to allow good air flow, but it still takes quite a while for the fire to reach the second floor.
 Once it looks exactly as Rafe described, I call 9-1-1. “I’d like to report a fire.”
 
 
I knock on the couple’s hotel room door two hours later. I stopped off at my room first to eat, shower, and change clothes. I had to scrub three times to get the scent of the fire off of me. I debated on waiting until Rafe or Dria called me, but I have too many unanswered questions tumbling in my head.
Why did she refuse my blood when I offered? Why did Rafe want to talk to me privately when Dria was sleeping? Do the two speak with some kind of telepathy? That’s got to be it, right? What else could those penetrating looks they exchange mean?
Rafe answers the door and stands aside, waving me in. He looks tired and drawn, but determined, too. “Did you eat or should I order food?”
“I’m good, thanks.” I settle on the small couch and wait for Rafe to take a chair across from me. “Where’s Dria?”
He motions with his head toward a bedroom door. “She’s still sleeping. Be out for a few more hours I bet.”
I nod, unsure of how to approach him with the questions swirling around in my mind. Straightforward might work best. I clear my throat. “So… do you two speak in each other’s minds?”
“Yes, we do. It’s part of the mate bond we entered fifty-eight years ago.”
I cough, choking on my own spit in astonishment. “Holy shit,” I say when my voice clears. “Did you say fifty-eight years ago?” Rafe smiles and nods. “How freaking old are you, man?”
“I was past thirty when she finally agreed to bond with me.”
“Damn, you look good for your age, you old fart.”
“Ha-ha. Funny. Not.”
“Oh, look at you, using modern phrases and everything.”
Rafe shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “Laugh all you want, furball. A supernatural’s ability to blend in will be what ultimately saves him or her from discovery.”
“Look and sound like an ignorant sap and no one will notice you?”
“Something like that.”
“Why did you want me to come here when she was sleeping? I got the impression you two share everything.”
He looks toward the window, the bright sun creeps higher in the sky, approaching its zenith. “We do communicate frequently when we’re awake, but we don’t always have the same opinions on everything. We are still individuals no matter how tightly we’re bound to each other.”
“Are you telling me this so I’ll understand what it’s like when I bond with her and become her servant?”
“No,” he rubs a hand over his face and lets out a deep sigh. “I’m telling you this because I know she plans to refuse your offer.”
I sit up and lean toward him. “What do you mean by ‘refuse my offer’? She already fulfilled her end of the bargain. I’m ready to live up to mine.”
“She won’t take you on as her servant because in the end, helping you was the right thing to do. Having you indebted to her for life to save the Weres doesn’t sit right with her.”
A cold settles in the pit of my stomach. Things were so much easier when I knew what I was getting myself into. I have a feeling this is the part he meant when they don’t always share the same opinions. “But you feel differently, don’t you?”
Rafe gets up and grabs a beer from the mini-bar. “Want one?”
I shrug. “What the hell. I don’t have a job anymore. Might as well.”
He tosses me a cold bottle and sits. “What was your impression of Dria today, when you saw her working on those Weres?”
“She was strong, determined, and tireless. She forged ahead with each person, never stopping to think of herself or the consequences of draining her strength too much. She proved to be a much better vampire than any of those pathetic creatures she killed.”
“My wife is not just a better vampire, or simply a strong woman, she is desperately trying to hold onto her humanity with both hands, loving me with every ounce of her being to save the goodness within her, the goodness that was hidden deep for many years.” He takes a long pull of his beer. “She needs me... and whether I like it or not, I think she needs you as well.”
 “Why me? Just for my werewolf blood?” A tiny part of me wants to ask why he doesn’t like the idea of her needing me, but I wisely keep my mouth shut. Might humble me if my wife needed another guy, too, for any reason.
“Why do you think vampires crave an alpha’s blood over another Were?” he asks.
“That’s pretty obvious. We’re more powerful.”
“Yes, but it’s much more than that. You make them more powerful, too.”
Confusion wrinkles my brow. “I get that, that’s why I offered to be her servant in the first place.”
“Jon, that’s not what I mean. You are strong enough to help her hold onto her humanity with me. She will be forced to look outside herself, and us, to see to your needs, being sure to never use or abuse you. Taking you on as her vampire servant will make her more compassionate and remind her of what it means to be human.”
“Even though I’m not human anymore?”
“Yeah, furball, even then.”
“So if she doesn’t want me, what am I to do?”
A steely edge creeps into his eyes. “You plan to fulfill your pledge, right?”
I look around the room and gesture widely with my beer. “I’m here, aren’t I?”
His face sets is a cold and unforgiving mask. “A man with honor follows his word willingly, not begrudgingly.”
I look away from his penetrating stare. God, he’s kind of creepy all on his own when he wants to be. “Alright,” I say on a sigh. “You made your point.”
“Be sure, Jon. There’s no turning back. Do you want to serve a creature who walks the edge of darkness, clings to humanity by a thread, and will kill in the blink of an eye—or will you flee into the sun while she sleeps?”
Rafe’s words give me pause. The only leader I had a lot of exposure to was Romeo. He did a fair job with the pack, but even he wouldn’t put his neck on the line to save his own kind—something Dria did wholeheartedly once she agreed to help.
Out of everyone I’ve met in my time as a werewolf, she is the most honorable. A bloodsucking vampire. Who would have guessed?
I turn back and meet his bright blue eyes. “It would be my honor to serve her.”
“Good.” He stands and offers me his hand. We shake and a genuine smile creases his face. “I’ve got an idea on how to make this work. You’ll need to buy a lot of chocolate for this to go off smoothly.”
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
“I’m sorry. What did you say?”
“Chocolate, man. You heard me. She loves it and can’t eat it.” Rafe ushers me toward the door. “You need to buy a pound or more and eat it all before you come back.”
“Um... I really don’t eat a lot of sweets.”
“You need to eat it to tempt her into biting you.”
Wait. I’m starting to get where he’s going with this. “You want me to eat all the chocolate so she can’t resist drinking my blood? Will that work?”
“That paired with the insatiable hunger she will be feeling when she wakes for the day should do the trick.”
Fear grips me. “You mean I need to get her to bite me when she’s starving? What if she loses control and drains me?”
“Hah! Not going to happen, Jon. She’s going to fight her desires to drink from you the entire time, trust me.”
“You won’t be here to supervise?”
He shakes his head and opens the door. “Nope. I’ve got to be out of here or she’ll feed on me instead. Man up, Jon. You’re going to have to play to her vampire hunger to entice her to bite you.” He shoos me into the hall and props up the steel door with his body. “Combined with the blood she gave you earlier it will equate to a servant bond—assuming she drinks enough from you today. The lure of chocolate and the drain from altering the Were’s minds should do the trick.” He claps his hands together. “Hot damn. This may work after all.”
He starts to close the door and panic grips me. What if I can’t get this to work? “Wait!” He hesitates before it shuts all the way and opens it again, eyebrows raised in question. “Any kind of chocolate in particular?”
“Yeah. She likes dark best.”
“Should I just come back here when I’m done?”
“And be quick about it. I’m not sure when she’ll wake. I’ll leave when you get here.”
 
 
My stomach feels bloated with all the chocolate I consumed. I don’t think any Halloween night or birthday party from my youth would rival what I voluntary shoved down my gullet this afternoon. Let’s hope mixing Hershey’s Special Dark with a couple of chasers of beer will do the trick.
I knock on the couple’s hotel room door and glance nervously up and down the hall. Why do I feel like a cow being led to the slaughter house? 
Maybe because you intend for her to eat you?
Panic grips me for a split second, but releases when Rafe swings open the door. He glances at his watch and gestures me in. “Good! Right on time. She should be waking soon. I can sense the change in her thought patterns. I was getting worried for a second that you might back out.”
“I have to admit,” I say with a forced smile. “Scarfing down that second pound of chocolate almost made me change my mind.”
“No serotonin rush? That’s supposed to be a ‘feel good’ hormone associated with eating chocolate.”
I shake my head, raising a hand to press against my queasy middle. “With the first bar, maybe. After that, nope.”
Rafe gives me a slip of paper with a phone number on it. “Here’s my cell. I’ll be in the gym for a while and then maybe hanging in the lobby. I don’t think you’ll need to call, but just in case.”
I look around the empty living area. “Okay. What do I do until she gets up?”
Rafe shrugs, seemingly unconcerned. “You’ve got to be tired, right? Why not take a nap on the couch.”
The idea of sleeping when the hungry vampire fifteen feet away could wake at any time unsettles me. I shudder, but don’t voice my anxiety. “I’ll watch TV. Don’t worry about me.”
“I’m not.” He begins to leave and hesitates, turning back. “Listen, Jon. Dria was right that you could lose a bit of yourself in the bond. It’s different for everyone.”
“Did it happen to you?”
“No, but I’m not her servant. I’m her mate. We won’t know for sure how you’re affected until it’s done.”
“And then what happens?”
“We deal with it.” And with that parting comment, he leaves.
I return to the same couch I sat on a little while ago, debate on raiding the mini bar for liquid courage, but in the end I refrain and watch TV with the volume turned low. Somehow getting drunk when I’m trying to entice a vampire to bite me doesn’t sound like a good idea.
There’s a rerun of some pivotal football game from last season on cable and watching it requires little effort on my part. Gradually, my full stomach and the constant running from the past week catch up with me and my eyes drift lower. A peaceful relaxed feeling descends upon me, luring me to imagine the next couple of hours won’t be so bad.
With a jolt I awake, Dria’s intense green eyes staring at me from a few inches away. “What are you doing here, wolfman?”
I sit up, fumbling to turn off the TV in my haste. “I’m here to honor my end of the bargain.”
“Isn’t that interesting.” Her fangs are fully descended when she speaks, but she doesn’t lisp or stutter around the longer canines. “By my husband’s absence, it’s safe to guess he put you up to this?”
“We spoke earlier, yes. But it’s the right thing to do. I made a promise and I intend to stand by it.”
She waves off my words with a delicate gesture of one slim hand. “Pish-posh. You think I really care about that little deal we made?” She studies her perfect manicure. “You need to leave. Now.”
“No.”
Her gaze hardens, a glitter of her anger and restraint leaking in for me to witness. “Did you just tell me ‘no’?”
I stretch out, putting my legs out in front of me, like I haven’t a care in the world. Damn, this provoking a vampire shit makes me feel like I’m walking a tightrope over a river filled with crocs and piranha. Feigning nonchalance is harder than I thought. “Yup, I did. Guess your well-trained husband doesn’t deny you much, huh Dria?”
In a split second she leaps and pins me to the back of the couch. Her mouth opens wide, salvia dripping off her sharp teeth to splatter upon my cheek. “Don’t insult Rafe. He is no one’s lap-dog. Least of all, mine.”
“Hey, you’re drooling there.” I casually wipe my cheek. “Might want to watch that.”
A short scream rips from her as she pushes away from me, shoving me into the cushion in her frustration. “Goddammit, Rafe! Where the hell are you?!”
She begins to pace back and forth across the room, her movements stiff and jerky.
“Come on, Dria. Just bite me and take what you need.”
“Is that what this is all about?” She whirls around to face me, her hunger straining her every muscle. “I can resist you if I must. I’ve survived worse hunger than this before.”
“I’m sure you have.” I pat the couch next to me, indicating she should take a seat near me. She ignores me and goes back to pacing. “But why resist when you don’t have to? Why not let me take some of your burden and feed you from my strength?”
“You don’t know what you’re asking!”
I stand and approach her, still giving her a few feet safe distance. “Dria, look at me.” Her gaze flicks briefly in my direction then jerks away. “I do know what I’m offering. I’m offering to pledge myself to you. To let you gain strength from me to use when you need it. To fight by your side no matter what the future holds.”
“You make it sound so noble.” She snorts. “Sounds like some shit Rafe filled you with.” She continues to pace, her nervous energy driving her relentlessly. “It’s not noble to lose your free will. It’s not noble to put your needs before someone else’s. It’s not noble to want to give until you die!”
I reach out and grab her arm, hauling her around to face me. Her jaw snaps shut with a snarl. “It is when you trust the person you give your loyalty to.”
She looks to the floor, her chest heaving. “You don’t know me enough to give that kind of trust.”
I give her a shake and force her attention on me. “You think so? Let me tell you what I do know—you have a husband who has stood by your side for well over fifty years. Would you say he gave his loyalty to you on a whim?”
“No, never. Rafe is different.” Her eyes gaze off into the distance, past my shoulder. “He has experienced pain and suffering. He lived a life before he sought me out. He came to me knowing exactly what he was getting into. His eyes were wide open and his heart was pure.”
“Well, I have no idea what life he led before marrying you, but I know my heart and mind on this.” I reach over to the table where Rafe ate his meal and snag a steak knife. “And the choice is mine.” I slice the serrated edge across my left wrist and watch the blood pool before running across my skin and dripping to the floor.
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
The smell of fresh spilled blood fills the air between us. Dria’s breathing becomes ragged as she stares at the red on my wrist. She shudders, but miraculously still resists. 
“Dear God,” she whispers. “Is that chocolate I smell?” 
I wait to see if she’ll act, but she doesn’t, just continues to stare at the wound. “You’re going to make every damn step difficult, aren’t you?” Confused green eyes look up at me, like she’s trying to process the sensory overload and make a responsible choice. I dip my fingers into the blood and reach toward her parted lips.
“No,” she says, her voice a husky rasp of sound.
I ignore her and smear the sticky red across her full bottom lip. Her tongue darts out to taste my offer and another hard shudder wracks her frame.
“I don’t like this. I’m usually the one doing the manipulating. I get the distinct feeling you two are trying to manipulate me.”
“Oh come on, Dria. I want this. Your husband wants this. Why can’t you give in?”
“Because I don’t want to own you!” She tries to shake off my arm and this time it’s me who holds her firm, forcing her to face what she doesn’t want to see.
“Listen, vampire. You don’t know me, but I think I’m strong enough to hold my own. I can’t know for sure if I’ll lose my free will, but I do trust you not to abuse me.” Her faces closes down, no emotion on its surface. I have an inkling as to why she might be resisting so hard. “Have you had a werewolf servant in the past?”
She nods, the movement quick and jerky.
“I take it things didn’t go well for him?” I ask.
“It was a ‘her’ and yes, things ended badly.”
“Wouldn’t it be safe to say you learned a lot from that bonding?” Her eyes search mine out again, uncertainty in their depths. “I bet whatever you think could have been done to change her fate has haunted you for years. Don’t close yourself from another servant because of what happened. Learn from it and try again with me.”
Silence stretches between us while the blood on my arm congeals.
“I do better with just Rafe in my life. I don’t want anymore responsibilities.”
“Let me carry some of your burden. Let me in. We can make this work.”
Her body loses some of its tension. “Are you sure?” she asks. 
As if I’m going to change my mind this late in the game. “Yes, I’m sure.”
Without another word she raises my wrist to her lips and feeds. With each pull from her mouth, my body floods with shockingly good feelings. It’s like an endorphin rush from intense exercising combined with the allure of incredibly satisfying sex, the type where you hang limp and enjoy the afterglow as long as it lasts.
“Huh. I always wondered what the draw was to being bitten by one of you. Now I know.” 
She ignores me, completely engulfed in enjoying every drop she drains. In a moment the sexual surge dissipates to be replaced by the unmistakable feeling of pack. Warm furry bodies press against me in the woods, the odor of the fresh earth and scents of suitable prey to chase tickle my nose, and the hotel room fades into the background, along with the vampire sucking on my wrist.
No one distinguishing scent reminds me of any wolf I’ve met. All of them meld together to give me a feeling I’ve missed since the night I was attacked and changed into a werewolf—a feeling of home. The revelation shocks me to my very core. How can this slip of a vampire make me feel like I’ve finally found were I need to be? Could I be destined to mate with a woman who already has a husband? Would the fates be so cruel?
I try to block out the questions and relax into the experience. There’s nothing sexual about her feeding, more that I can’t shake the rightness I feel in this moment. Peace courses through me and I realize I’d follow this woman into the gates of Hell itself. And fight with every ounce of strength and cunning in me to bring us back alive.
After a few minutes she stops, licking my wound with a pointed tongue to stop the bleeding. A heavy sigh escapes her as she straightens. “Damn, Jon. That was really good. You tasted like dark chocolate. It was heavenly.”
I smile, fighting the overwhelming urge to ask her to bite me a second time. I want to feel that way again. I want to feel it always. “Glad to oblige.”
“You and Rafe were pretty damn sneaky. I bet he told you to eat chocolate, didn’t he?”
“I plead the fifth.”
“Hmph. Well Jon, you just bought yourself a ticket home with us. I can’t promise things will always be smooth sailing between the three of us, but we can try our best and make sure we never lose respect for one another.”
A thrill of excitement rushes through me at her simple words of acceptance. I did it. I got her to take my offer. “And where might home be?”
“Alaska.”
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CHAPTER 1
 
You get yourself into strange places when you’re broke, jobless, and trying to figure out how to pay back sixty thousand dollars in college loans. Such as dark, musty mine shafts that have been abandoned for a hundred years.
“Not to sound like a belligerent seven year old in the back of the car, but how much farther?” I asked and wiped my nose.
You wouldn’t think anyone’s nose could run in Arizona’s 1.37% humidity, but my nostrils were coated with dust, microscopic shards of stone, and the remains of that bug I inhaled on the off-off-road drive up here. Somehow, when I’d been studying archaeology at ASU and picturing myself as the female Indiana Jones of the Southwest, I hadn’t made allowances for the bug guts.
“We’re close,” Simon said, “I promise.”
He was leading the crawl through the doddering old mine, and there wasn’t enough room for me to scoot up beside him. That made him fortunate, because if I could see his smartphone and the app that was supposedly leading us to this treasure, I’d probably discover there was no reception down here and that he was making “educated guesses” again. At that point, I’d be obligated to punch him, Yaiyai’s lectures about proper ladylike behavior notwithstanding.
“Close as in just around the next bend?” I asked. “Or close as in the it-can’t-be-that-far-to-the-Winslow-rest-stop incident?”
Simon grinned back at me, his bronze face grimy, his short black hair full of dust, and his headlamp blinding me. “Delia, I promise we are much closer to our destination than we are to Winslow, Arizona.”
“How comforting.”
He winked, reminding me for all the world of Coyote from the Navajo legends, though, as he’s quick to point out, the Makah are about as closely related to the Navajo as Norwegians are to Greeks. 
Simon glanced at the display on his smartphone, then shuffled forward again. I gave the splintered supports above our heads a wary glance, then followed after him. 
“There’s an open area ahead,” he said. “This might be what we’re looking for.”
Despite my grousing, anticipation flowed into my limbs, and I crawled faster, ignoring the dirt and gravel slipping past my belt to fill my jeans and underwear with gritty souvenirs to discover later. Simon scrambled down a slope into a relatively flat space where he could stand.
His head rotated, his lamp beam sweeping across the area. “Hm.” 
That hm didn’t sound particularly exultant. When I scrambled down the slope and came to my feet beside him, I was underwhelmed.
“Lo, a broken shovel haft,” I said, raising an arm in triumph. “Finally, the rare relic that will make our business famous, bring in clients with lots of money, and earn me the respect of peers who’ve shunned me since I embarked on this dubious career.” My sarcasm grew a little raw there at the end, and I reminded myself that I’d chosen to give up the legitimate job, so complaining wasn’t seemly.
“Did you say lo?” Simon asked.
“Not in any sort of seriousness.”
“Oh, good. I was afraid I’d have to tease you relentlessly for the rest of the day.” He picked up the shovel haft and knocked dust off it. It might be a hundred years old, but even in pristine condition, it wouldn’t be an item that collectors sought. 
“There’s no iron on it,” Simon said. “This isn’t what the metal detector picked up.” 
I eyed the dirt ceiling again. Not for the first time, I wondered if he’d simply chanced across bottle caps buried in the rocky hillside above, but he’d assured me on multiple occasions that the Dirt Viper was accurate to fifty feet, not only at finding metal, but at displaying its depth. It ought to be. We’d paid thousands for the thing. Add that to the subterranean explorers app he’d made, and we ought to be the premier treasure hunters of the Southwest. Thus far, though, he’d made more money for the business by selling copies of the software, and I’d made more by bargaining for arrowheads and antiques at estate sales.
“Let’s see what’s over the next rubble pile,” I said, continuing forward. At least, I tried to continue. Something tugged at my waist, and I stumbled.
The bullwhip I wore on my belt had unraveled, the tip catching in the rocks. It was probably a silly accoutrement for a treasure hunter who rarely crossed pits of snakes or fled from giant boulders, but it came in handy often enough that I endured the mocking I got from friends, family, and airport security. I grumbled and returned to extricate it while Simon laughed.
“You’re supposed to assist a woman in trouble, not snicker at her.” I pointed a finger at his nose. “This is why you have a hard time getting girls.”
“Really? I thought it had more to do with my scrawny limbs, passion for all-weekend RealmSaga sessions, and pathological inability to speak to women without stuttering.”
“No, it’s definitely the inappropriate snickering.” I freed the bullwhip and looped it again on my belt opposite the multi-tool that completed my adventuring ensemble. “A girl likes to know that you support her and—”
A shriek rang out of the darkness. I jumped so high I nearly cracked my head on the tunnel support. 
“What the—?” Simon asked.
I would have asked something similar, but I was too busy clutching my chest and wondering if one’s heart really could leap into one’s throat. It’d been so silent since we entered the passage that I was surprised to learn anyone else was on the same mountain, much less in the same mine. And apparently in distress. Or pain. Male? Female? I couldn’t tell. The scream rang out again.
I jogged for the rock pile and climbed a couple of feet, shining my headlamp into the darkness ahead. “Do you think we can get there from here?”
“Er.” Simon hadn’t moved. The whites of his eyes were visible around his irises. 
I frowned back at him. “What’s the hold up? Someone’s in pain.”
“It sounds like someone’s being attacked. The closest thing to a weapon I have is an app that makes machine gun noises.”
“Don’t be silly. Attacked by what? Someone must have fallen into a pit or something and needs help.” 
The scream came again, much weaker this time, almost a whimper.
I crawled higher up on the rubble pile until my head almost bumped against the ceiling. On hands and knees, I advanced atop the gravel and boulders, not certain if the tunnel continued or if I’d run into a dead-end. I was relieved when rocks shifted behind me, announcing that Simon was following. Despite my certain words, I didn’t truly want to crawl deeper into the mine alone.
We shuffled across the top of the rubble-filled tunnel in silence for a few minutes. The scream didn’t come again. I wondered if we were going in the wrong direction, but there’d been no other alternative routes, at least not from the mine shaft we’d entered through. It’d been so hidden behind tall grass and manzanita that I wouldn’t have thought anyone had traipsed through it for years if not decades. But we couldn’t be the only... explorers—my mind shied away from labeling us as scavengers—out here.
“Stop,” Simon whispered.
“What is it?” I halted, turning my face left and right to probe the darkness ahead with my headlamp.
“Do you smell... I swear I caught a whiff of blood.”
At first, I thought he might be joking—what did he think he was, a bloodhound?—but the dusty air did have a different scent. Blood? I wasn’t sure, but the memory of elk hunting with my grandfather came to mind, so maybe so. 
“He could have gotten some cuts...” I said, though I’d grown less certain of my fall-in-a-pit theory. What kind of pits would there be in mine shafts, anyway? 
“I’m glad you’re leading the way,” Simon muttered. 
I continued forward, keeping my eyes trained on the darkness ahead. “You’re not living up to all those stories about Native Americans being brave warriors.”
“You’re thinking of the Comanche. My people have always been peaceful fishermen. We rocked at throwing parties and giving gifts too. You’ve heard of potlatches, right? If you want me to make a gift for whatever is attacking that person, I’ll be happy to do so.”
Usually his chatter made me smile, but I found myself licking my lips and wondering if we should leave. I hadn’t heard a peep in several minutes. Maybe it was too late. Or maybe we could pretend we’d never heard anything to start with. Despite the cowardly thoughts, I kept going. If we ended up injured or in trouble on one of our excursions, I sure hoped someone would come help us.
The rubble pile sloped downward until I could stand again. Ore cart tracks came into view, as well as our first branch in the tunnel system. Three options stretched before us, all dark. I thought we might spot some footprints, but rocks and gravel dominated the ground, nothing that held tracks. 
“Got an app that can tell us which way?” I asked.
But Simon had tucked away his smartphone. He sniffed the air a couple of times, then pointed to the leftmost passage. I tried a few experimental sniffs myself. That faint taint of blood or meat still hung in the air, along with... It almost smelled like the ocean. Salt? Seaweed? Odd. We were a six-hour drive from the Pacific.
I was tempted to make Simon go first since he’d picked the route, but he truly was unarmed. At least I had sharp, pointy things on my multi-tool. And I’d taken those three years of Tae Kwon Do during college. Both of which were sure to be useful against a pack of rabid wolves.
Ahead a support beam had broken and lay diagonally across the tunnel. Before clambering over, I peered under it, half expecting the person who’d screamed to be crumpled there, but the passage beyond was empty. 
His eyes on the tunnel ahead, Simon climbed past the timber and continued into the darkness. I caught up with him when he stopped. The shaft had ended, opening up into a natural cavern. My headlamp beam played across stalactites and mounds of rock. It reminded me of the Colossal Cave near Tucson, if a smaller version. But there weren’t supposed to be any caves in the mountains around Prescott, at least not that I’d learned about when researching the area online. We weren’t on private property—this was part of the national forest—so it was hard to imagine something like this not having been turned into a tourist trap. Maybe, like the rubble-filled mine shaft, it wasn’t structurally sound enough. I grimaced at the ceiling.
Simon must have had something besides tourist traps on his mind, for he wandered into the cavern, climbing over mounds and slipping past stalagmites. He stopped, his back rigid.
“Find something?” I asked casually, though my heart rate had quickened. 
“Yeah.” His voice came out choked.
I summoned some fortitude and climbed over the rocks to join him. The scent of blood—of freshly butchered meat—grew stronger, and so did the smell of the ocean. Before I could remark on the weirdness of the seaweed odor, I saw what had made Simon halt.
It was a young man’s head. Just a head. 
It’d been removed from his body, the severing gory and uneven, as if it’d ripped off with one’s bare hands, if anyone’s hands were strong enough for that.
Mutely, Simon pointed to the side. A few meters away, crumpled between two mounds of rock, lay the rest of the body, a khaki shirt torn and saturated with crimson. Blood pooled beneath the torso, blood that hadn’t yet had time to dry.
 



 
CHAPTER 2
 
I stared at the body for a long stunned moment, then stumbled backward, my stomach roiling. I closed my eyes and pressed a fist to my mouth, struggling to tame my gag reflex. I needed to figure out what was going on—and if we were in danger—not throw up all over a crime scene.
“You don’t know it’s a crime,” I muttered to myself. It was hard to believe someone could have accidentally been decapitated, but maybe there was some kind of... natural explanation.
But what if whatever had done this was still in here? We’d heard the man scream not ten minutes ago. I peered about the dark cavern, my headlamp doing a pitiful job of illuminating its recesses. Nothing stirred in the depths of the chamber, and I didn’t hear anything except my own breathing. Odd how loud that can sound in utter silence. 
Simon was staring at the body, his headlamp unmoving. He wasn’t in shock, I didn’t think, but horrified. He started eyeing our surroundings too.
The dead man—what was left of him—wore a backpack with a coil of rope strapped to it, though neither item had been removed. I pointed my lamp upward. Maybe if he’d dropped from above and onto a sharp cave protrusion... but there was nothing to fall from, nor were there any gore-covered rock features. Besides, people’s heads didn’t get torn off when they fell. I rubbed my face with a shaking hand.
A flash of light assaulted my eyes, and I lurched sideways into a stalagmite. Simon was snapping pictures.
“What are you doing?” I whispered harshly. All right, that was obvious. What I meant was... “Why are you doing it?”
“There’s a smudge here, like part of a bloody footprint. Or paw print.” He shrugged. 
“You shouldn’t be standing that close. Your foot is in blood, that guy’s blood.” That disturbed me almost as much as the presence of the body for some reason. I’m sure it was the only reason there was a hysterical edge to my voice. “Don’t touch anything. We’ll go tell the rangers.”
Simon lowered his phone to frown at me. “The rangers? You think they’re up for murder investigations?”
“This isn’t a murder. This is a... a... mauling. By... a... bear.” I didn’t believe that—I’d seen bear work before, and tearing heads off people wasn’t their style—but I wanted to believe it. Bears were normal. Normal was good. Or at least—I glanced at the body again—less disturbing.
“A bear? You... believe that?”
“You tell me,” I said. “Didn’t you spend your youth close to nature, learning to hunt and track and identify what bodies mauled by bears look like?”
“If by close to nature you mean living in a trailer, playing computer games, and making spaghetti and meatballs for my addled grandmother, absolutely. As to the rest, the only thing bears in the Pacific Northwest maul are salmon, so I wouldn’t really know. These”— he waved at the cave, or maybe at the mountain or the entire state, “—are your stomping grounds.”
I pushed my bangs out of my eyes. Technically, I was from New Mexico, not Arizona, but he was right. I’d grown up in a similar climate, and I was the one with the self-sufficient back-to-the-earth family, including a grandfather who’d taken my interest in shooting bows for a desire to learn how to hunt. I’d been so impressed that he’d been willing to take me out to do “boy” things that I hadn’t admitted to the amount of puking I’d done the first time we shot an elk. I’d been more relieved than chagrinned when Yaiyai insisted that young women who wanted to get married and make babies shouldn’t be running around in the desert like savages. 
“I don’t think it was a bear,” I finally said, then crinkled my nose. The queasiness hadn’t left my stomach, and the longer we stayed in the confines of the cave, the more the smell of the body was getting to me, not to mention the terror forever burned into the man’s eyes. “Let’s argue about it elsewhere, all right? After we tell someone. If not the rangers, the sheriff’s department.” All I knew was that we weren’t investigating it. 
“Whatever you say.” Simon’s phone ticked as he claimed a few more pictures.
I grabbed his arm and propelled him along with me. An uneasy sense of foreboding crept over me as we headed back for the mine shaft. “What are you planning to do with those pictures?”
“Nothing.”
“Why don’t I believe you?”
“You’re mistrustful by nature,” Simon said.
“Or I’ve known you too long. I’ve never seen you snap pictures unless it’s to gross out your brother or to post something for the company blog.” I scowled at him. “And this better not be about the latter.”
“I wouldn’t put pictures of bodies on our business site.”
“Good.” I climbed back up the slope of rubble, eager to see the sun again.
“But,” Simon said, “if we had evidence about the existence of some mutant animal or weird desert monster, it’d bring tons of traffic to the site.”
I nearly stumbled down the back side of the slope. “Simon.”
No way was I going to let him put something that sensational up there.
“Well, it totally would,” he said.
“We don’t need prepubescent boys who want to gawk at dead people coming to our site. They’re not our demographic.”
“You never know. Besides, any links that we can get to the site from big bloggers and newspapers will help us out. The search engines will love us and send more traffic overall. Relevant traffic.”
I waved, trying to silence him before he started explaining search engine optimization to me. Again. It’d made my eyes glaze over the first time. Nor should we be discussing marketing strategies when some guy was dead back there. 
A moan whispered through the tunnel.
I swallowed. “What was that?”
“The wind?”
“Underground wind?” 
“It could be blowing over a hole leading to the outside somewhere,” Simon said.
“It sounded like it came from behind us.” 
I wanted him to tell me I was wrong, to convince me of this wind theory of his, but he didn’t say anything else. His fingers brushed my boot though. He was crawling along the rubble more quickly now. I picked up my pace too. 
We scrambled down from the rubble pile and into the chamber where we’d found the old shovel haft. A clunk, clunk, thud sounded somewhere behind us. A rock falling. One we’d shaken free in our passing? Or had something else shaken it free?
“Go,” Simon urged, giving me a push. 
“Good idea.”
He passed me and surged up the next rubble pile.
I charged after him. “Oh, sure, now you’re willing to take the lead.”
He didn’t answer. We were too busy scrambling across the rocks, our breaths loud enough to hear. Another rock fell behind us, maybe twenty meters back. One rock might have been chance, a delayed shifting after our passing, but two?
I whispered a few curses at the noises and at the scrapes my elbows and knees were taking. I skidded down another slope, glancing back before dropping below the top of the rubble. The glance was too wild—too quick—causing the headlamp’s beam to blur about. There might have been a dark shadow back there, something moving, but I couldn’t be sure. I wasn’t about to stop for a longer look.
When we hit the ground, hard rock lined with ore cart tracks, our crawls turned into sprints. How far was the exit? A quarter mile? On the way in, we’d been going slowly and exploring, so I wasn’t sure. I urged my legs to greater speed, though, hoping to see the light at the end of the tunnel. I also hoped man-slaying tunnel monsters didn’t like light. Surely the harsh Arizona sun would melt such a creature or turn it to stone or—
Another moan, this more of a growl, emanated from the darkness behind us.
I cursed again. Not only was that not the wind, but it was closer this time.
“There,” Simon panted, flinging his arm out. He was a few feet ahead of me and had seen the light first. 
As soon as the tunnel entrance came into view for me, I summoned all of my remaining strength for a last sprint. My thighs burned and the air rasping into my lungs didn’t seem to do any good, but I kept running nonetheless. My eyes focused on the mottled sunlight slanting through the grass and leaves and onto the dusty rocks by the entrance. I raced toward it... then through it, ignoring the branches clawing at my face and my hair. 
The mine shaft opened onto a slope, and my momentum carried me down the mountainside with huge lunging steps. It was only luck that I didn’t trip and roll headfirst down the hill. I spotted a towering pine at the base of the slope, the nearest branch more than fifteen feet up. Without slowing, I tugged my bullwhip free. With an arm lift and wrist snap that I’d practiced countless times on bottles in the yard as a kid, the popper wrapped around the branch. I’d practiced using the whip as a rope far fewer times, but with adrenaline surging through my limbs, I scampered up it like a squirrel racing up a tree. I didn’t pause to look around until I stood on the branch with my arm clamped to the tree trunk.
The mountainside lay quiet, bathed in late afternoon sunlight. No birds chirped, no cicadas buzzed, and no bears, monsters, or other nefarious predators tore down the slope toward my tree. I didn’t know if the forest critters were being quiet because they’d sensed danger or if our rapid charge out of the mine shaft had startled them to silence. 
Simon was leaning against a boulder, looking at my tree. When our eyes met, he arched his brows. 
“Nice move with the whip,” he said. “If you give up antiquing as a job, maybe you could get a stunt double gig in Hollywood.”
“Har har, don’t tell me you weren’t scared. I was the one trying to keep up with you.”
“My canteen was low, so it seemed like a good time to leave and replenish my supplies.” Simon smiled ruefully. “At top speed.”
“Uh huh.” I shifted my weight so I could sit on the branch. It wasn’t a comfortable perch, but I wasn’t ready to leave it yet. I might have imagined that something was following us—though I had heard those noises back there, I was sure of it—but either way, something ghastly had happened to that climber. I unwound my whip so I could coil it on my belt again. 
“We should get off this mountain before dark,” Simon said. “Zelda barely made it up here in daylight.”
“Good idea,” I said, though I waited a couple more minutes before climbing down. By then, a few birds had started chattering again. Despite our jokes, we navigated through the dry brush at a quicker pace than usual. Neither of us would feel safe until we were back on a paved road close to civilization.
Our pace picked up even more when Zelda, our battered blue Volkswagen Vanagon came into view, our business name, “Rust & Relics” painted on the side in white with my cell phone number and our web address. I was relieved to see the van, but that relief disappeared when we rounded the back and found the side door wide open.
“Uh,” Simon said.
“Did you leave that open?” I asked.
“No. You?”
“Would I be asking you if I’d done it?”
“I thought it might be a trick question,” Simon said, considering the ponderosa pine trees around us.
Needles littered the dry forest floor, but there wasn’t much undergrowth where someone might be hiding. I peeked inside the camper to make sure nobody lurked in there either. The table was set up, as we’d left it, with Simon’s half-eaten carrot still sitting by the sink. I didn’t see anyone up front or under the seats, nor did anything significant appear to be missing. Outside, numerous footprints marked the dusty earth around the door. I knelt and probed one of the more complete prints. It’d been made by a boot. I was wearing beat-up trail-running shoes while Simon sported his typical socks with Birkenstock knock-offs. How he ran in sandals, I couldn’t guess. At that moment, all that mattered was that neither of us was wearing boots.
I pointed wordlessly at the prints. Was it possible a human being had killed that man? It was hard to imagine, but perhaps with a tool, one could rip off a head. An awful, awful tool...
“Two sets,” Simon whispered. Eyes toward the dirt, he started following them.
“Are you sure you want to do that?” I asked.
“Find the asshats who were poking into our van? Yeah.”
“What if they’re the same asshats that did that?” I jerked my chin toward the mine and the body within.
Simon halted, one foot in the air. “Oh. I was imagining teenagers.” He set his foot down and considered the earth again. “The prints aren’t any bigger than mine. I wear a nine. Do you really think someone my size...?”
Simon was only a couple of inches taller than I am, maybe 5’8”, and with his slender build, weighed less than I did, a fact I didn’t advertise, though it’s hardly my fault that girls have extra curves that account for these discrepancies. The point was that Simon would be lucky to bench press his own weight—tearing heads off was out of the question. With his bare hands anyway.
“They might be just like you,” I said, “the sort of kids who got stuffed into their lockers repeatedly in school, thus giving them both the lust for revenge and the quiet time spent in confined solitude required to come up with megalomaniacal plots to take over the world with computers.”
Simon propped a hand on his hip.
“Before you try to tell me that you weren’t like that in school,” I said, “I’d like to remind you that you’re wearing an Apple T-shirt from the 80s.”
“I was just going to say that there’s nothing you could do with computers that would tear off someone’s head.” He lowered his hand. “Robotics maybe.”
“Right, let’s get out of here.”
Simon started to turn away from the slope where the prints were headed, but halted midway. “Wait, there’s something shiny up there.”
“Sure, and good things always happen when people wander off after shiny objects,” I muttered, but I followed him up the hill anyway. I had the keys to the van, but he had the detailed terrain maps on his phone, so I had better keep him out of trouble. I wasn’t positive I could find my way back through the maze of forest service roads we’d traveled on my own.
We didn’t need to go far before the shiny object came into view. Two shiny objects actually, though they were almost as dusty as the van, so it was surprising he’d spotted them. The black Harleys rested in the shade of a pine. The only sign of the owners were two black helmets hanging from the handlebars. The bikes had Montana license plates. Not the expected birthplace of megalomaniacal robotics geeks, but one never knew. I took out my smartphone and snapped a picture of the plates.
“Maybe we should do something to delay them,” Simon said. “Keep them from following us, you know? We could siphon the gas out of their tanks or do another... thing that would require them to make repairs.” His scrunched brow suggested he didn’t know what that thing might be.
“I’ll let you figure out how to do that if you don’t mind hiking back to town.” I wouldn’t leave him, and he knew I wouldn’t leave him, but I said, “I’m getting out of here.” Anything to hurry him along. I wanted to get off this mountain before... I shook my head and rubbed at the gooseflesh that had arisen—or perhaps never completely left—on my arms. It was a warm autumn day, but I wasn’t feeling it.
I jogged back to the van, threw the sliding door shut, and jammed the key into the ignition. Fortunately, Zelda was in a good mood and started on the first try. I performed something that should have been a three-point turn in about ten points, thanks to the copious boulders, logs, and stumps surrounding our parking spot, then leaned over and pushed the passenger door open for Simon.
He trotted out of the trees and hopped in. “How’d you know I’d be right down?”
As soon as he shut the door, I started down the hill. “Because when we got stranded in Allie’s new car before graduation, you asked if putting up the hood would void the warranty. I imagine we’d have to be in some crazy alternate reality for you to know how to effectively sabotage a motorcycle, car, truck, or skateboard.”
“Shows what you know.” Simon pulled out a Swiss Army Knife. “I jabbed a hole in the tires.”
I gaped at him. “Did you really?”
“I’m hoping they’ll still be stuck up here when the sheriffs and rangers arrive.”
“Then I’m hoping they weren’t bright enough to get our license plate number. Or our business name that’s printed on the side of the van. Or my cell number. Damn it, Simon, if any creepy mouth breathers call me, I’m making you talk to them.”
He had the grace to look sheepish at the possible ramifications to his impetuousness, but only said, “Fine. I’m going to see if anything’s missing.”
As he poked around in the back of the van, I began plotting escape routes out of Prescott. For a touristy mountain town, it was a decent size, but not so big that I thought we’d be safe from anyone cruising along the roads, looking for a blue Vanagon.
“Bastards,” Simon grumbled, his voice muffled. He had his head stuck into the storage area under the long seat that pulled out into a bed.
“What’d they take?”
“The Dirt Viper.”
I groaned. “The we-have-to-spend-thousands-of-dollars-that-we-can’t-really-spare-to-get-a-quality-metal-detector Dirt Viper?” 
“Yeah.”
I almost complained that we were having the worst luck ever, but the memory of the dead man flashed into my mind, the image more sobering than a gunshot wound. Someone had experienced much, much worse luck that day.
 



 
CHAPTER 3
 
We drove toward our parking slot at the White Spar, an inexpensive campground outside of town that lacked electricity, water hookups, and anything one might classify as a scenic view. Behind a stand of trees, less than twenty meters from our spot, the highway traffic buzzed past. Not exactly posh, but the accommodations were perfect for penny-pinching entrepreneurs saving up for high-priced luxury items, such as gas and groceries. Simon’s tent was still set up next to the picnic table along with two lime-green folding lawn chairs a college friend had donated to our enterprise. They’d once been called easy chairs and had held prime real estate in front of the television in his dorm room. 
Only one thing had changed since we left the campground that morning: a sleek silver Jaguar convertible with the top down sat in our spot. There was room for me to park in front of it, but I came to a stop without turning in. If not for our stuff set up to the side, I would have assumed I’d forgotten our lot number, but there was no way someone else in the campground had those chairs. Nor was there any way someone with a Jaguar would be caught dead with chairs like that. 
“Simon?” I asked over my shoulder. “What do you think about this?”
After we’d spent two hours at the sheriff’s station—and given our phone numbers, lodging details, and sworn on our childhood pets’ graves that we wouldn’t leave town before they’d given us the okay—he’d set up at the table with his MacBook so he could “run calculations and see how much of our inventory we’ll have to sell to afford a new Dirt Viper.” As far as I could tell, this involved little more than sitting and sulking, but I wasn’t in a much better mood, so I didn’t argue. I had been vaguely amused that during our interrogation session—the deputies had called it “asking a few questions”—he’d spent more time pleading with them to hunt for his lost tool than relaying information about the dead man in the hills.
Simon plopped into the passenger seat beside me. “I think someone’s lost.”
“There’s a camp host.” I waved toward the big trailer and truck set up at the park entrance. “That’d be the place to go for directions.”
“Maybe they saw our chairs, were impressed with our taste, and figured we’d naturally be the ones to ask for advice.”
“Right.” 
“New Mexico plates,” Simon observed. “Someone you know?”
“The people I know drive clunker trucks capable of hauling dozens of tires at a time.”
Simon snorted. He’d been to the off-grid community where my family lived, acres of scrubby high desert sporting a complex of quasi-subterranean homes based on Michael Reynolds’s Earthships. From a distance, one might think the walls were made from stucco or cob, but the homeowner-builders would happily inform a visitor that the insides were made from recycled tires, bottles, and cans. As far as I knew, I’d been born into the only community of Greek eco-hippies in the world, though I wasn’t sure if I, born and raised in America, truly counted as all that Greek. Thanks to Yaiyai and my college studies, I could read and speak the language, and I knew how to make some wicked good Loukoumades, but that was about it.
I climbed out so I could check the license plate for myself. With a car like that, I’d expect a vanity message, but it was simply the usual string of numbers and letters. I was on my way to inspect the interior when a door clanked. Someone had walked out of the little restroom building. I stared. It was someone I did know. 
The tall black woman heading toward our campsite wore loose flowing golds and blacks in a vaguely African style, though she’d grown up in the mountains of New Mexico, three houses up from mine. Her tight black curls were cropped close to her head, but there was nothing boyish about her; she had attractive features with high cheekbones and a perfectly symmetrical face. Though I knew she was my age, her exotic clothing, or maybe the tilt of her chin, made her seem like someone who had traveled the world. She walked with a limp that favored her right leg.
“Who is that?” Simon whispered. He straightened his shirt, scraped his fingers through his hair, and stood as tall as he could—which still left him four or five inches shorter than our visitor. 
I almost snorted and told him he didn’t have a chance, but I hadn’t seen the girl—woman, now—in nearly ten years, not in person anyway, and I had no idea what kinds of guys she dated. Maybe she liked geeks.
“Hey, Artemis,” I said when she drew even with the picnic table. “You’re about the last person I expected to see today.” She’d been “Temi” when we were kids, but, again, I had no idea what her preferences were now.
She smiled, though it seemed to hold more sadness than joy. “I imagine that’s true.” 
“Your car?” I pointed to the Jag.
“Yes.”
“It’s a bit conspicuous here. I’m not sure Prescott has a five-star anything, but you could try the Hassayampa Inn. It’s historically significant, if nothing else. Oh, and they have a ghost, too, I hear. Though really the Vendome is more the place for that, I understand. You can ask for Abby’s room.” 
Simon elbowed me, either because I wasn’t introducing him or because I was trying to send Artemis away. Or both.
“Ah,” she said. “I’m actually looking to stretch my finances until... I find suitable employment.”
“You can’t, uhm...” I glanced at her right leg—her clothing hid it, but from her gait and what I’d heard on the news, I thought she might wear a brace now. “Teach tennis?”
She grimaced. “That’s not really my world now.”
“Oh.”
This earned me another elbowing. A more confident fellow would have stepped forward and introduced himself, but that adjective didn’t describe Simon, at least not around pretty women. I tried not to read too much into the fact that he’d never stuttered or been at a loss for words in my presence.
Artemis looked at Simon, eyebrows arching in polite inquiry. 
“This is my friend Simon Jimmicum,” I said. “He’s from Washington but came down here for school and stuck around. Simon, this is Artemis Sideris.” I glanced at him to see if he’d recognize the name. He hadn’t shown any interest in sports in the years I’d known him, but she’d been a big deal for a while. His eyes didn’t widen in recognition though. “We were neighbors when we were kids.”
“You’re Greek?” Simon gawked.
Not his smoothest opening line, but at least he hadn’t stuttered.
“I was adopted,” Artemis explained. “And you can call me Temi.” 
She gave me a curious look as if to ask why I hadn’t used the nickname. I didn’t give her anything back. I’d gotten over the abrupt end of our friendship a long time ago, but seeing her here made me feel like an awkward kid all over again.
“I went home for a while,” Temi said. “After... things. It was uncomfortable. Did you go home? After you finished school?”
“Not for long.” I couldn’t believe she’d come all the way out here to chat about our childhood homes. What could she possibly want? “Mom and Yaiyai started inviting appropriate bachelors over to dinner and making pointed comments about how adorable my sister’s new baby is.”
“I experienced... something of the sort,” she said. “I couldn’t stay there. But I’m not sure what else I can do. I never got my diploma, or even a G.E.D. I’m looking for a job though. Somewhere far from home. I thought perhaps...” She cleared her throat and gazed toward a squirrel cavorting through the branches of a tree a few campsites away. “Your mother mentioned your business. I thought you might hire me.”
“What?” I blurted at the same time as Simon said, “Yes.”
I glared at him, then told Temi, “I don’t know what my father said, but we’re not that profitable yet. We aren’t able to pay ourselves salaries and we’re just getting by.”
“But you have freedom.” Temi sounded wistful. “You go wherever you want, when you want, and it sounds... romantic.”
“Geez, Temi, you’ve been all over the world for tennis, haven’t you? I can’t imagine what seems appealing about driving around the Southwest in a clunky thirty-year-old van with AC that only works intermittently and when it does, you wish it didn’t, because there’s a burned meat smell that comes out of the vents.”
“Hey,” Simon said, “don’t talk about Zelda like that.”
I shushed him. He crossed his arms over his chest and gave me a glare that would have been a lot noisier if he weren’t inhibited by Temi’s presence.
“I’ve seen much of the world, yes,” Temi said, “but I was always so busy training that I didn’t have time to enjoy it. I always thought there’d be time later, but...” She finished with a shrug.
“Well, uhm, I’m sorry you came all the way out here,” I said, “but we can’t afford to hire anyone. This isn’t the best time either. We’ve run into some...” Trouble? I wasn’t sure if we were in trouble exactly, but the punctured motorcycle tires and the fact that the deputies had promised to “be in touch soon” left me wondering if we should abandon Prescott before—
A hand clasped onto my arm. Simon lifted a give-us-a-moment-please finger toward Temi, then hauled me to the far side of the picnic table. The brush didn’t quite hide the view of cars cruising down the road toward town, their noise insuring our conversation would be private. 
“What are you doing?” he whispered.
“We’re not hiring her, Simon. We barely covered the fee for the campground. Full-time employees are slightly more expensive.”
“We can find a way.”
“Says the man who stole the pepper shaker from Denny’s last night.”
Simon pointed at my nose. “That was a revenge theft, and you know it. They charged me for the onion ring upgrade, but I didn’t get onion rings.”
“A normal person would have simply pointed this out to the server.”
“If you don’t know I’m not normal by now, you haven’t been paying much attention over the last four years.”
I conceded this with a wriggle of my fingers, but said, “We can’t hire her, and this wouldn’t be a good time to expand the business anyway, what with the possibility of vengeful motorcycle riders coming after us.”
“What if we didn’t hire her? What if we made her a business partner? She could share profits.”
“You barely know her, and you want to share our meager profits? I know she’s pretty—”
“She’s gorgeous.” Simon sighed and gazed over my shoulder. Temi had opened her car door and sat with her legs crossed as she poked around on her phone.
“Yes, but that shouldn’t influence our business decisions.” I prodded him in the chest to reclaim his attention. “What if she were four feet tall, hunchbacked, and had breath like moose droppings?”
“If she drove a Jag, I’d still want to take her on. She obviously has some resources at her disposal. Maybe she’d finance the purchase of a new Dirt Viper.”
“If she’s desperate enough to want to work for us, I doubt she has funds left to finance anything, but I’m glad you don’t want to simply sleep with her—you’re planning ways to exploit her financially too.”
Simon’s shoulders drooped. “I... it’s not like that. I thought that practicality would appeal to you.”
“Uh huh. Listen, I have personal reasons for not taking her on.”
“Like what?”
“Like nothing I’m going into here.”
Skid Row’s Youth Gone Wild blasted from my pocket. It startled me, both because Simon had changed my ringtone without telling me—again—and because I’d been dreading a call. If those motorcycle riders on the hillside had written down my number and were using it...
“Are you going to answer it?” Simon asked. 
“You think I should?”
“It could be a client.”
“It could be a psycho with a tool that can rip people’s heads off.” I glanced toward Temi, hoping she hadn’t heard that. She was politely ignoring our conversation, ostensibly at least. 
“Here.” Simon held out his palm.
I dropped the phone into it without hesitation. My brave moments didn’t extend to talking to creeps on the phone.
“Rust and Relics, this is Simon,” he answered. “Yes. Yes. That’s right.”
“Who is it?” I mouthed.
“Let me give you to my assistant.” Simon gave me an arch look. “She’ll get your address and payment information.”
In other circumstances, I would have smacked him for calling me an assistant, but this time the tension flowed out of my body in a wave of release. A client. Clients were good. 
Unless... What if it was the motorcycle people pretending to be a client? 
Simon handed me the phone. I would rather have picked up a snake, but I lifted it gingerly to my ear.
“Hello?” I listened to the request and said, “Yes, we still have the antique coffee grinder. It’s in our warehouse in Phoenix.”
Simon rolled his eyes at the mention of a “warehouse.” What we had was a small, non-climate-controlled storage unit in South Tempe. We paid my old roommate Sarah to pack and ship items when we weren’t near town. 
I entered the man’s credit card information into my payment-processing app. He lived in Maine and wanted the big hand-crank grinder to display in his family’s coffee shop. More importantly, he didn’t sound like someone harboring a barely-contained resentment for slashed tires. 
As I ended the call and stuffed my phone back into my pocket, a roar from the highway drew my attention. Two black motorcycles came down the road. The riders wore black leather and black helmets, and one head turned in my direction as they passed. I couldn’t do anything more cogent than stare back. When they’d disappeared from sight, I glanced at Zelda, making sure the van wasn’t visible from the highway. Trees and leaves stood between it and the pavement, so I didn’t think the riders would have been able to see it, and they shouldn’t have been able to recognize me... I didn’t think. Unless more than coincidence had brought them to the same old mine shaft as us. What if they’d been following us since we arrived in town? What if—
A hand clamped onto my arm again. “That was them, wasn’t it?”
Before I could answer, Simon sprinted to the Jag. “You want to work with us?” he asked Temi. “We need a ride in something fast, right now.”
Temi shrugged and took out her keys.
“What?” I blurted. “We’re not going after them. What are you thinking?”
Simon had already hopped into the passenger seat. “They have my Dirt Viper!”
“Simon,” I called, running toward them, “it’s not worth getting hurt for.” Or killed. “We can write it off on our taxes and—”
“Go, go,” Simon barked to Temi. His urgency to get his metal detector back had made him forget his shyness.
Temi had started the car, though she looked back at me before putting it into gear. “Are you coming?”
I should have said no, but if the tech half of the business got himself killed, who would update the website? I climbed into the back seat, though not without a few choice insults for Simon’s stupid metal detector.
Like a prize thoroughbred, the car roared into motion. It startled a dog three campsites down, which roused every other dog in White Spar. A serenade of barks accompanied us to the exit. Temi didn’t pause at the stop sign; she merely tore out onto the highway, eliciting an irritated honk from a truck. It wouldn’t have hit us anyway, not at the speed Temi was going. From the back seat, I couldn’t tell if she was grinning, but I had a feeling she’d sped in this car before. 
Simon pointed and shouted, “Pass those guys.” 
Paying no attention to the solid double yellow line in the center of the road, Temi roared around three cars before veering back into our lane. I clutched the back of her seat, my fingers like talons. We were approaching town, and the speed limit had already dropped to thirty-five, but we were going seventy.
Was there some rule about not getting into a sports car with anyone crazier than oneself? If there wasn’t, there ought to be.
We passed four more cars before slowing for a light. I was half surprised she didn’t run it, but Simon was pointing again. Up ahead, beyond a few other cars, the two motorcycles had come into view. Metal detector thieves or not, they were obeying the speed limit.
I leaned forward between the seats. “What are you planning to do when we catch them?”
“I haven’t come up with a plan yet,” Simon admitted.
I groaned, flopped back into the seat, and pulled out my phone again.
“Who are you calling?” Simon asked.
“I’m texting Sarah.”
“About what?”
“Gonna relay that client’s shipping information to her,” I said. “If we get killed, I’d hate for some coffee shop owner in Maine to be forever wondering what happened to his order.”
Simon gave me his Coyote smirk. “Yeah, that’d be my biggest concern related to our deaths too.”
“Just... shut up and come up with your plan.”
 



 
CHAPTER 4
 
Our high-speed chase ended with us sitting in front of Cuppers, the Jag parked between a dented Toyota with plastic duct-taped over a missing window and a Volkswagen bug even older than our van. Lots of tourists visited Prescott, and some people from Phoenix had second homes up there, but I felt conspicuous in the fancy car anyway. Of course, that could have to do with the way we had roared around the corner and into the parking space, causing the collective eyebrow raising of numerous people sitting at outdoor tables, sipping their lattes. 
The motorcycles were parked farther up the street in front of the Hotel Vendome. We’d arrived in time to watch the owners walk inside—rather Temi had watched them walk inside while Simon and I kept our heads down so they wouldn’t spot us.
“You didn’t see their faces?” I asked. She’d described them as tall, slender, and clad in black leather, but I’d already digested that much when they cruised by the campground. “They took off their helmets, didn’t they?”
“They did, but they were wearing black wool caps that covered most of their hair, and they didn’t turn this way so I could see their faces.” 
“Black wool caps?” Simon crinkled his nose. 
My reaction was similar. Sure, it got nippy at night there in the fall, but the afternoon sun beating down upon us had passersby wearing T-shirts. 
“Yes,” Temi said.
“Both of them?” Simon asked. “That’s a weird fashion statement.”
I almost giggled when Temi gave a head-to-toe consideration of his messy hair, 80s T-shirt, torn jeans, and dust-covered socks and sandals. “Yes,” was all she said. She’d never been one for overt insults.
Simon didn’t notice the slight anyway. He must have been mulling over something, for he soon blurted, “Maybe they’re Vulcans.”
“Pardon?” Temi asked.
I covered my eyes with my hand but explained. “Aliens from Star Trek.”
“With pointed ears,” Simon added. “In the episodes where the away team traveled back in time or to a planet that wasn’t familiar with Vulcans, Mr. Spock would always wear hats or wool caps to hide his ears and eyebrows. The best episode was City on the Edge of Forever when Spock showed up on old Earth without a hat, and Kirk tried to explain his ears to the police by saying his head had been caught in a mechanical rice picker as a child.” Simon grinned in fond reverence for this memory.
I whispered, “You were closer to impressing Temi when you weren’t talking to her.”
Simon seemed to remember he was in the presence of a pretty girl and flushed over his geeky faux pas. Temi merely appeared amused.
“Uhm, were the Vulcans carrying anything?” Simon outlined the precise dimensions of his prized metal detector before I could tell him to stop calling the riders that.
I hadn’t noticed anything big enough to qualify strapped to their saddlebags, and Temi confirmed my suspicion. “They weren’t carrying anything.”
Simon sank back in the seat. “Damn, where is it?”
“Maybe they were done using it so they left it back by that mine,” I said.
“Mine?” Temi asked mildly, reminding me that we hadn’t filled her in on anything. She’d been a good sport to go tearing off after the motorcycles without any information.
“We can give you the details over d—dinner,” Simon said, his deflation from seconds before fading as he smiled hopefully at her. 
“Can we figure out what we’re going to do here first? If anything? Because if not, I’m going to spend some of our client’s money on a mocha.” I waved toward the coffee shop.
“We were at the sheriff’s department for a couple of hours,” Simon said. “Maybe our Harley guys already came back to town and dropped off their purloined goods.”
“That’s a lot for them to have done, considering we left them with slashed tires.”
Temi’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t think your mother gave me all the details about this business of yours.”
“That’s a given,” I said. “This is kind of... extracurricular though.”
“As in we’re using our free time to try and get back the $5,000 piece of equipment those people stole,” Simon said.
“Are you sure it was them?”
“We weren’t exactly parked at the head of some popular hiking trail,” Simon said. “There wasn’t anyone else out there.”
Except the dead guy, I thought. “What do you want to do then, Simon? We might have been able to knock on the door and chat with them if you hadn’t stabbed their tires, but as it is, I don’t think it’s wise for us to get anywhere near them.”
“Why don’t we get coffee and sit at the outdoor tables until those two leave again?” Simon waved at the hotel. “They didn’t have any take-out bags with them, so they probably have to go out to get dinner. Once they’re gone, we’ll sneak up and look in their rooms.”
“That place doesn’t have many rooms,” I said. “We’d probably get questioned if we sauntered in. Besides, how would we search their rooms without a key? My archaeology classes didn’t even cover how to break into ancient tombs, much less modern hotel rooms.”
“Once it gets dark, we could climb up to the balcony and start looking in windows.”
Temi was following all of this, her elbow on the back of her seat, her thumb and forefinger making an L-shape to cup her jaw. 
“This is why I don’t give my mother the details,” I told her.
“Do you regularly do illegal things?” she asked.
“No,” Simon said. “We’re not the villains here. We’re upright citizens.”
“For upright citizens, we have a lot of condiments in the van that we didn’t pay for.”
“How many times are you going to bring up that pepper shaker?” Simon asked.
“There’s mayonnaise, mustard, and ketchup too.”
Since the conversation wasn’t going anywhere—and nobody was getting out so I could use either of the doors—I climbed over the side and headed for the coffee shop. Now that I’d been thinking of chocolate, I wanted a mocha whether we were staking out the hotel or not. A moment later, Temi and Simon followed me. We ordered our drinks, and I eyed the sandwiches and salads on the menu, but we had peanut butter and jelly and a bag of carrots back at the campsite. Why spend money eating out, when we had such a health mecca at our disposal?
We sat at an outdoor table near the sidewalk and positioned Temi so she could watch the Vendome. I still wasn’t sure if these people would recognize Simon or me, but Temi couldn’t have been anticipated. Every now and then, though, one of the coffee shop patrons would give her a curious look, as if wondering if she might be some familiar celebrity. Temi either didn’t notice or pretended not to notice.
“Someone in a black cap walked past a window,” she said.
“Oh?” I didn’t turn my head, though I was tempted.
“One of them pulled the shade down on the second-floor room at the front.” Temi nodded toward the brick wall on the side of the building. 
“Good,” Simon said. “We know which room they’re staying in now.”
“And that they might be doing something they don’t want anyone to see,” I mused. “It won’t be fully dark for a couple of hours. No need to pull down the shades for the night.” Though I supposed they could be dealing with glare on the TV. Still... the sun shouldn’t be shining in that window. Maple trees bright with yellow leaves shaded the building.
“Cuppers closes in a half hour,” Simon said.
I sipped my mocha, determined to enjoy its smooth richness, even if we were on a stake out. “I doubt they’ll kick us off their front patio.”
“No, but it might look suspicious when we’re the only ones lurking here.”
“We’re not lurking, we’re drinking.” I squinted at him. “Why? Are you going to propose some new course of delinquency?”
“I had the thought that if someone pushed over one of the bikes, an alarm might go off and they’d run down to check, maybe without thinking to lock their room door. Or doors. You think they’re staying together?”
“So far, all we know is that they like motorcycles and the color black. I’m not sure there’s enough there to make guesses about rooming preferences. Also, I think you’ve done enough damage to their bikes. You’re going to get throttled if one of them catches up with you.” The sun had dropped below the western mountains. It might not be dark for a while, but I was ready to check my email, curl up with a book, and forget this day had happened. “We could accept our losses and go back to the campground. There are some estate sales I want to check on tomorrow. That ought to prove more profitable than roaming around the mountains with metal detectors.”
Simon scowled at me. “We’ve found some good stuff with my tools and my research.”
“They walked out the front door.” Temi slipped a pair of sunglasses out of her purse and donned them. 
I kept myself from whirling in my seat to stare. Simon’s hands clenched the edge of the table, but he showed similar restraint. Though we still hadn’t filled Temi in on what was going on, she calmly sipped her chai tea, going along with our spy mission.
“They’re not heading to the bikes,” she said. “They’re walking this way.”
“Erk?” It made sense since downtown with all its restaurants and pubs was a few blocks to the north, and there wasn’t anything besides houses to the south, but if they strolled right past us...
I shifted in my chair so my back would be to the sidewalk. Simon pulled out his smartphone and bent his head over the display. Temi continued to sip her tea, the sunglasses hiding her eyes.
“You might want to sneak a peek when they pass,” she murmured. “They’re... unusual.”
“How so? Aside from their matching caps?”
“Handsome, but there’s something...” Temi’s face shifted toward a woman sitting on the porch with a laptop and her dog.
I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. The Harley pair came into view, still wearing their black leather pants and jackets as well as the caps. I made a show of studying my phone, too, though tried my best to sneak that peek Temi had suggested. They strode by without speaking, and I didn’t glimpse more than the sides of their faces. Elegant was the word that came to my mind, both for their features and their movement. I had a hard time putting a finger on anything distinct, but Temi was right. They were an unusual pair.
Fortunately, they walked past without any glances to the side. None of us moved until they’d crossed the intersection toward Courthouse Square. Then Simon pushed back his chair, stirring the fallen leaves dusting the patio. 
“Time to visit that vacated room.” 
“Temi,” I said, “I don’t suppose you’d like to inquire about lodgings while Simon here asks to use the restroom?” I’d help him get in to snoop around, but I wasn’t going to break down any doors for him. He’d have to figure that out on his own.
“It depends.” Temi rose from the table. “Have I been hired yet?”
“Yes,” Simon said.
I lifted a hand. “We’re going to discuss it. It’d be more like some kind of profit-sharing gig though. We don’t make enough to have salaried employees.” I thought about adding that she probably wouldn’t earn enough to cover the insurance payment on that car every month, but Simon was already jogging up the street.
“Perhaps a trial period then?” Temi asked.
“We’ll see.”
I hustled after Simon and up the steps onto a colonial-style porch with white columns at each corner. There was a balcony in a similar style above us. I wasn’t sure how old the building was, though I seemed to remember some trivia about most of Prescott burning in a fire in the early 1900s, but it had that quaint historic feel to it. When we entered the hotel, there were a few people sipping drinks at the small bar to the left, laughing and smiling as they chatted with the bartender and each other. There wasn’t anyone standing behind the reception desk on the other side of the foyer. To the right of the desk, a set of stairs led up to the second level.
I waved Temi toward the bar. All I wanted was for her to block the bartender’s view as we headed for the stairs, but for verisimilitude I added, “Want to order us a couple of drinks?”
She waved back. Her six feet in height proved adequate for blocking views, so Simon and I slipped over to the carpeted stairs and climbed to the second floor. Despite having knowledge of the resident ghost, I’d never been inside the building. It only had about thirty rooms, though, so it wasn’t hard to find the one that matched up to that corner window. 
The hotel had old-fashioned locks instead of key-card deals, so I tried the knob, not expecting it to open. To my surprise, it did. I would have opened it carefully, peeking in to make sure nobody waited inside—and that the room wasn’t full of bodies or tools for turning people into bodies—but Simon lacked my patience. He brushed past me and pushed through the doorway.
The room held a quilted double bed with nightstands, a dresser with a television, an armchair, and a door leading to a bathroom, not much more. If there was a metal detector or anything larger than the pair of messenger bags on the bed, it wasn’t apparent. That didn’t keep Simon from stalking about and flopping to his belly on the floor in search of his Dirt Viper. I headed for the window, so I could watch for the return of our motorcycle men. I should have given Temi my phone number so she could text me if they walked in the front door or if any other trouble headed our way. Obviously I needed more practice at acts of espionage. 
“Nothing.” Simon climbed to his feet. “What could they have done with it?” He opened the drawer in one of the bedside tables. 
I snorted. “Unless that metal detector had a secret folding option you never showed me, it’s not going to be in a drawer.”
“I know that, but maybe there’s other evidence. Like a picture of them standing beside my Dirt Viper like a fisherman holding up his prize catch.”
“You’re attributing entirely too much value to that metal detector.”
“Nothing in here except a bible. I’ll check the bathroom. Maybe they were showering with it.”
“Kinky,” I remarked and, for no reason other than curiosity, opened the drawer on the bedside table closest to me. A soft golden glow emanated from within. “Uh.”
“What is it?” Simon almost knocked me over in his haste to peer inside.
“Not a bible,” I said, my voice on the squeaky side. The glow was coming from a golden disk about three times the diameter of a silver dollar. I wasn’t a numismatics expert, but I’d seen a lot of old coins since we’d started our business, and I hadn’t seen anything like this. I’d studied four ancient languages in school, in addition to modern Greek, and the runes weren’t anything familiar. The picture in the center looked like a brain. Given the decapitated man we’d left in the mine, that disturbed me more than it might in other circumstances. The glowing aspect of the coin was slightly disturbing too. Still, I couldn’t take my eyes from it, and my interest in these Harley riders tripled. Was this some ancient artifact they’d unearthed? Something with historical or cultural significance? 
“I’ll say.” Simon poked a finger into the drawer, as if to pick up the coin, but he pulled it out again without touching it. “How did they make it glow? There’s no such thing as radioactive coins, is there?”
“Some sort of... tritium or phosphorescent application? Like they use for watches? I’ve never heard of coins treated with that though.”
Simon pulled his phone out to take a picture. This time I didn’t object. This would be perfect for the blog, especially if it turned out to be something old instead of some modern gewgaw created for... well, I had no idea, but the idea of researching it intrigued me. 
I was about to check the window again when my own phone chirped. Text message. I didn’t recognize the number but the, “GET OUT!!!” was easy enough to understand. 
“Come on,” I whispered and shoved the drawer shut. “We have to—”
The door swung inward.
 



 
CHAPTER 5
 
The two men stood in the doorway, their jaws slack, seemingly as surprised to see us as we were to see them. Actually, I wasn’t so much surprised as chagrinned.
“Room service,” I announced. “We thought you’d left for dinner, so we came to tidy your room.” Oh, yeah, they were totally going to believe that. If we weren’t standing next to the window on the far side of the bed, I’d try charging past them to see if we could escape before their reflexes caught up to us, but vaulting over the furniture to reach the door would give them time to react.
“Pardon?” one asked. A little slighter and shorter than his comrade, he seemed the younger of the two, and didn’t look like he needed to shave often. He blinked a few times, as if he might believe me. His deep green-blue eyes reminded me of an alpine lake I’d hiked to in the Rockies once. A few tufts of blond hair had escaped his black cap and hinted of a boyish tousled style. 
The other fellow... There was nothing boyish about him, though he didn’t look like he needed to shave often either. Beneath his black leather jacket, he wore a dark gray T-shirt that fitted his torso and had a deep V-neck that promised defined pectoral muscles. He was lean rather than bulky, but his outfit along with his cold stare reminded me of Schwarzenegger in the Terminator movies. He didn’t look like he believed us.
“Tidy,” he said, taking in the room—and the fact that nothing in it was amiss, nor did the quilt have so much as a wrinkle to it. “There is nothing that requires tidying.” His gaze flicked from us to the bedside table and back again, eyes narrowing. His irises were as striking as the other man’s, a rich violet that wouldn’t be possible to achieve without contact lenses. I hoped that meant his vision was poor and that he’d have a hard time leaping over the bed to catch us.
“That’s because we clean in the mornings,” I said. “We only have to tidy in the evening for our messy guests. Since that’s obviously not you two, we’ll just turn down the bed and place mints on your pillows.” Without taking my eyes from the pair—or dropping my best customer-service-with-a-smile smile—I pulled down the corner of the quilt and fluffed the pillow. “Simon, did you remember the mints?”
“Uhm, no. They’re in the cart.”
“Uh oh, we better go get them.” My heart was beating a couple thousand times a minute as I eased around the end of the bed and headed for the door. Maybe we should have tried throwing ourselves out the window instead. It was only the second story. We couldn’t break more than a few bones in such a fall, right?
Too late now. I was only a couple of feet away from the riders, with Simon on my heels. I didn’t like the way they were looking at each other, like old friends who could exchange complicated messages with nothing but a glance. 
“I think the cart’s right out there,” I said and tried to dart between them.
A hand clamped onto my biceps. I tried to jerk away, but I might as well have been attempting to escape from steel shackles. It was Violet Eyes, and he pulled me close, glaring down at me.
“Why were you searching our room?”
“Searching? Is that what you think we were doing?” I waved to Simon, hoping he could slip past and escape into the hallway where he could find help or cook up some scheme to free me, but the second man had blocked his approach to the doorway. “I told you,” I said with as much affronted indignation as I could manage, “we work here and were here to tidy your room if it needed it. If you don’t let go of me, I’ll tell the owner, and she’ll call the police.”
Blue Eyes looked more uncertain than his buddy. “Jakatra, maybe we should let them go. Nothing’s missing. I could sense if it were.”
“They are thieves,” Violet Eyes—Jakatra said. “Even in this benighted realm, that is a crime.”
“Crime?” Simon blurted. “You’re the ones who stole my metal detector up on that mountain. What’d you do with it?”
I winced. If they hadn’t known we were responsible for their mutilated tires, they did now.
“Sah,” Blue Eyes whispered. I didn’t know what “sah” meant, but his expression grew slightly contrite.
Jakatra’s glare didn’t soften. “We didn’t steal it; we required its use for a short time. We left it against a tree near where that large conveyance was parked.”
“Fine,” Simon said, “then we can all forget we saw each other and I’ll go get it.” He met my eyes.
I gave him a quick nod. These guys might not agree with his suggestion, but it was time to depart either way. 
Simon grabbed the smaller fellow, trying to stomp on his foot and push him out of the way. Jakatra’s steel grip hadn’t let up, but my first escape attempt hadn’t been more than a reflex—not a particularly honed one at that. This time, I put some thought into getting away. I grabbed the wrist that held me, intending to twist it against the joint so the pain would force him to let me go. To further distract him, I drove my knee toward his groin at the same time. 
But my knee hit nothing except the doorjamb he’d been standing in front of. Faster than I could register, he had twisted away, evading both of my attacks. Before I could attempt a counter, I found my face mashed against that doorjamb. I tried to wriggle free, but a heavy weight against my back had me pinned. My arms were yanked behind me, and I couldn’t find any leverage to stomp on his foot. I couldn’t even see his foot. 
“What should we do with them?” Blue Eyes asked, telling me he’d conquered Simon as easily as I’d been trapped.
Damn. I’d never been in a real fight in my life, but I’d thought those hours in the dojo would translate to a modicum of competence.
A clink sounded against the window on the door at the end of the hallway. The weight on my back shifted—the man turning part way to look toward the noise. The attack came from the opposite direction though. Temi raced into view, a fire extinguisher in her hands, its muzzle aimed at us. 
I squinted my eyes shut and buried my chin in my chest. A white spray of chemicals assaulted us. My attacker drew back, lifting an arm to shield his face. This time when I threw a kick, it connected with his shin. Not much of an assault, but I was more interested in lunging into the hallway. Whether because of surprise or because the extinguisher’s propellant made everything slippery I didn’t know, but his grip on me fell away. 
I almost stumbled and fell on my face, but Temi flung the extinguisher at someone and caught me.
“Simon,” I started, but a familiar form smothered in white spurted out of the room beside me.
“Go,” he ordered.
We went. It wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t graceful, but we sprinted down the stairs and out the front door. We almost knocked over an elderly couple climbing the steps to the porch with their arms laden with shopping bags. I veered to one side of them as Simon went to the other, and we vaulted the railing, landing on the sidewalk. 
A startled, “Watch out!” came from behind us. 
I sprinted for the Jaguar without waiting to see if anyone was giving chase. I jumped into the back a second before Simon landed in the passenger seat, smearing white goo all over the expensive leather. Temi lagged behind, a grimace of pain on her face as she limped down the sidewalk. I’d forgotten about her injury. I lunged over the seat back to open her door for her. She flung herself inside, hardly the graceful form she’d once been, but she got her legs into place and shoved the key into the ignition. 
At the Vendome, several people had come out onto the porch, some with drinks in hand. Great, we were the evening entertainment. I didn’t see our strange leather-clad men though. 
Temi tore out of the parking space and roared off down the street at twice the speed limit. I checked that corner window on the way by, and caught Blue Eyes staring down at me. It was probably only in my imagination that a strange glow brightened the room behind him.
 



 
CHAPTER 6
 
By the time the Jaguar pulled into the campground, my skin felt like it’d been burned by acid where the fire extinguisher propellant had struck it. I was glad none of it had landed in my eyes—and that we had a first aid kit in the van.
Temi parked behind Zelda. Darkness gathered in the trees, and the traffic had dwindled on the highway. Crickets chirped and some small animal scuffed about in the brown leaves carpeting the ground. I eyed the deepening gloom without favor and wished there were more miles between us and the Vendome.
Temi turned off the car and faced us, her elbow on the backrest. “So, am I hired yet?”
“Yes,” Simon said. 
His hair and shirt were crusted with fire extinguisher propellant, and he already had visible burns on one cheek where the goo had spattered him. If the riders had taken the brunt of the attack, they’d be even more irked at us than they had been before. Clearing out of Prescott might be a smart move, though I had a hard time entertaining it, not with the memory of that golden disk at the forefront of my mind. I wished there’d been time to examine it. If Simon and I were the ones to break the story of some one-of-a-kind relic on our website, this time someone else couldn’t get credit for bringing awareness of it to the community, not like with the Anasazi find. I don’t know why it mattered so much to me, but I wanted my old professors and classmates to see that I hadn’t become some sleazy grave robber just because we were selling some of what we found, items that most people would consider junk anyway.
Temi was looking at me, waiting for a response. 
I nodded. “If you want it, you’ve certainly earned it at this point.”
She inclined her head once. “I apologize for not getting a warning to you earlier, but you didn’t give me your phone number.”
“I know. I was thinking about that up in the room.”
“I had to call your mother. Your parents’ number has been the same for decades.”
“Erg, what’d you tell her? Not the part about us being caught in some strange guys’ room, I hope.”
“No, but I did need to relay a sense of urgency, so she’d know I couldn’t chat. In the twenty seconds we were on the phone, she managed to ask if you’re eating regularly, staying away from the booze, and how your rash is doing.” Temi smiled faintly, one of her eyebrows twitching.
“Rash?” Simon grinned. “What rash?”
“None of your business.” I glowered at him, then gave Temi a plaintive look. “What did you tell her?”
“That you’d gone for take-out and had forgotten your wallet at the hotel. I needed to call you before you tried to pay and found out you were missing your money.”
I sank into the backrest. “Oh, good. That shouldn’t alarm her.”
“No, it’ll make her happy,” Simon said. “She’ll think we’re doing well enough to afford hotels and take-out. Your grandma seemed really concerned when she saw all the ramen bags in Zelda’s cupboards when we visited this summer.”
“She was more concerned that I showed up with some scrawny Indian boy.” I said the last in my best impersonation of her accent, though Yaiyai’s words had been even more derogatory than mine. “She keeps hoping I’ll take a trip to Greece to find an appropriate Prince Charming.”
“I’m not scrawny,” Simon said, throwing a glance at Temi, who was smiling and nodding in recognition at my Yaiyai tone. Adopted or not, she had a similar mother and grandmother and knew exactly where I was coming from. “There’s a lean mean beast hiding under this innocuous packaging,” Simon added, gesturing at his clothing.
“Is it hard to be lean and mean when you’re smothered in white goo?” I asked.
“No.”
“Uh huh.” I climbed out of the car. “Temi, do you want to stay for dinner? We have peanut butter and jelly, and some carrots and apples. We can tell you all about what we do, so you can decide if you truly want to join us before committing yourself.”
“We should probably tell her about the body too.” Simon climbed out of the car as well, eschewing the door. He seemed to dig the convertible concept. 
“Body?” Temi blinked.
“Yeah, we stumbled across a recently deceased fellow in the mountains.” I kept the explanation simple, not wanting to sound like a crazy person for implying unnatural predators were stalking the hills. “The sheriffs may be by eventually. If not to question us about that, then to inquire about our new habit of sneaking into people’s hotel rooms to snoop around...”
Simon clasped his hands behind his back and studied the trees, as if he were the epitome of innocence. I didn’t know who he thought he was fooling. 
“I have some food back at the Motel 6, so I’ll pass on dinner.” Temi’s nose had crinkled at the mention of PB and J. She was probably used to organic this-and-that and grass-fed such-and-such. “But thank you for offering. Can I meet you here tomorrow? You mentioned something about estate sales? I’m not that knowledgeable about antiquing, but anything would be better than standing all day at some fast food place. I’ll work hard. I’ve traveled quite a bit, so maybe that can be useful.”
“Sure.” I waved my phone. “I’ve got your number now, so I’ll text you when we get rolling.”
As Simon and I washed up, I kept an eye toward the woods and an ear toward the highway, listening for the roar of motorcycles. After all that had happened that afternoon, I was flinching at shadows. What had seemed a friendly campground the day before had taken on an eerie feel, and I wished it were fuller, with families chattering in the cool evening air. It was October, though, and the beginning of the workweek, so there were only a handful of campers spread out over the site. Once again, I wondered if we were making a mistake in staying.
Nothing jumped out of the shadows, and Simon and I made it through dinner without incident. We ate inside instead of at the picnic table. Neither of us seemed to be in the mood for the great outdoors that evening, a thought that Simon confirmed when he asked, “You mind if I sleep in here tonight?” 
“Not at all.”
“In case you’re wondering, I’m not worried about crazies wandering around out there ripping people’s heads off—I just think it might be chilly tonight.”
“I wasn’t going to say a thing.” 
You wouldn’t have caught me sleeping out there in a tent after the day we’d had either. Tents didn’t have locks, whereas the van did. Most of them worked too. Zelda also housed weapons of a sort. In addition to my bullwhip, a wooden Navajo bow hung over one of the side windows. Incongruously, a set of fiberglass arrows in a vinyl quiver hung below it. The bow had been one of my more educational finds—educational because I fell for the story from the old man who sold it to me. He’d claimed it was a hundred years old. An expert had later told me it’d been made in the 70s and that I was lucky it wasn’t plastic. Since it was worth less than I’d paid for it, I’d kept it and took it out and shot it every now and then.
“Good,” Simon said. “Thanks.”
I shrugged the words away. Zelda was his baby, bought and paid for back when we were still in school, and he could crash in it whenever he wanted. I often volunteered to take the tent, but he had a thing about snoozing in a bed while a girl slept on the dirt outside. Two could easily bunk in the van, but after working together all day, we seemed to get along better when we had our own space at night. Besides, we always joked that one of us might bring a girl or guy home and need some privacy. The idea of Simon successfully asking a girl out was almost as funny as the idea of him showing her to his tent for a good time. He’d sworn on any number of graves that he wasn’t a virgin, but I wasn’t sure I believed him. Of course, I hadn’t dated anyone since Christmas the year before, so I guess I couldn’t judge. Making the business work had been the focus for months, and with all the traveling we did, it was hard to take the time to meet people and get to know them. Tempe was supposedly our home base, but we didn’t have an office or store yet—our storage locker with the roll-up garage door wasn’t the sort of home base that drew one to visit often.
Simon had his laptop out, so I shook away the thoughts and dug mine out too. The campground lacked electrical hookups, but we had solar panels that we set up when we were staying for a couple of days, and in Arizona they were enough to run the DC fridge, a couple of LED lights, and—most importantly—our laptops. Someday we planned to get a dish for Internet, but for now, we used our cell phone’s wireless hot spots. We had to watch our bandwidth, especially when it came to gaming, but we could dink around for a little while in the evenings.
I flipped open my laptop and fired up RealmSaga. I selected my character, and the opening words of “This way lies adventure...” scrolled across the screen. I’d never played computer games in college—my grades thanked me—but Simon had gotten me hooked after we started traveling together. I now had a level-43 gnome engineer with a knack for blowing things up, and I spent too much time running around the virtual countryside practicing that skill. Simon had wanted me to play a healer, so I could toddle after his warrior, putting Band-Aids on his injured butt, but I’d known this would be more fun.
“I’m thinking about signing up for martial arts again once we get a store opened in Phoenix and are able to spend more time there,” I said randomly. Or at least I thought it was random. 
Simon was sitting at the opposite side of the table, his face highlighted by the glow of the screen. He smirked knowingly. “Upset that you got your ass kicked by those pretty boys?”
“Hey, you got your ass kicked too.”
“Yeah, but that’s par for the course for me.”
“Did you just use a sports metaphor?” 
“Completely accidental, I assure you.” Simon squinted at something on his screen. “I don’t even know what it means. It’s a golf thing, right?”
“Bowling,” I said, because it was fun to mess with him.
“Oh, right.” He leaned closer, his eyes intent. Alas, it wasn’t fun to mess with him when he wasn’t paying attention. He must have logged out in a monster-infested field or somewhere that required concentration.
We tapped at our respective keyboards in silence for a few moments. I’d logged out in town, so nothing dastardly was waiting to waylay my avatar. I trotted to the auction house to see if any of my goodies had sold. If only making money were so easy in real life. Kill a monster, remove its pelt in 0.5 seconds, repeat twenty times, then sell the pelts to a tailor who would turn them into a Monster Cloak of Hiding that he could auction for a small fortune.
Thinking of monsters made my mind drift back to the mine shaft again. I shook my head and shoved the image of the mauled man out of my mind. I was playing the game for a distraction, not a reminder. Besides, a “monster” hadn’t killed that fellow, no matter what it had looked like. The only monsters in the world were human beings, and they could come up with evils aplenty without the help of mythical creatures.
“Where are you?” I asked after answering greetings from guild mates, collecting my earnings from the auction house, and checking to see which of my buddies were online. Simon, AKA Makk Twuk, the mighty dwarf warrior, was missing. “You’re not in the game.”
The pale glow of the screen shone on his face. He was intent on something, just not RealmSaga.
“Not yet,” Simon murmured.
I leaned across the table and peered at his screen. “What are you looking up?” I asked, recognizing search engine results. Then I leaned closer and caught a name. “Ah.”
“Artemis Sideris.” He stared up at me. “She won Wimbledon?” 
“Yeah, do you know what sport that is?”
His incredulous stare turned into a dirty glare. “I’m not that clueless. Besides—” he tapped the screen, “—it says right here. Wimbledon is the biggest tennis tournament in the world.”
“Technically, it’s not any bigger than the three other slams, but it’s the oldest and most prestigious.” I nodded toward his laptop. “You read what happened after that, yet?”
“I’ve got it open now.” His focus returned to the screen, his eyes tracking the words as he read. “...only twenty-one when she won her first slam... was the year her game truly came together, her grace on court and sheer agility a pleasure to watch in an era where bigger rackets and advanced string technology have made tennis a game of power and heavy hitting... expected her to win many more slams, but tragedy struck on the evening after her greatest victory. She, her coach, and her physical trainer were returning from a celebratory dinner when their car failed to get out of the way of a swerving truck quickly enough.” Simon lapsed into silence, though his eyes kept skimming down the screen. “She and the trainer were critically injured,” he finally said, summarizing. “The coach didn’t make it. She was the one driving. Later allegations claimed she was under the influence of alcohol, though she denied it.”
“Her coach was only in his thirties and recently retired himself,” I said. “He’d been well liked and considered one of the greatest players of all time. I never followed the sport either, but from the articles, it sounded like the whole tennis world blamed her for his death.” I had read a lot of those articles at the time, the summer before last. Even though I hadn’t heard from Temi in years, I’d checked in on her career now and then, and my whole family had gotten up early to watch that Wimbledon final. It wasn’t every day the kid from down the street hit it big in professional sports. “The last I heard, she’d had a whole bunch of surgery done on her leg and was in rehab. Her knee cap had been shattered into a few bazillion pieces, and I think a bunch of her other bones and joints were smashed up too. She spent months in recovery, but I’m guessing from the limp—and the fact that she’s not playing again—that it never got back to 100 percent.”
“Wow.” Simon closed the lid on his laptop. “Is that why you don’t like her? Because of the accident? Do you think she was lying about drinking?”
“I don’t not like her,” I said, not quite the same as claiming I did like her, I admitted to myself. “But anyway it’s not about that. When we were kids, we were best friends. We were both homeschooled since we lived out there in the boonies, so we didn’t have a lot of other opportunities to meet children outside of our community. We ran all over the countryside together, having adventures and getting in trouble, being like sisters, I guess. Our fathers both decided we should get involved with sports to keep us from finding more trouble, so after school, our parents would take turns driving us into town and dropping us off, her for tennis practice and me for swim team. It was just fun and exercise for me, but she was really good. Obviously.” I waved to his laptop. “When we were fourteen, she went off to Florida to some tennis academy, and I never heard from her again. I wrote a couple of letters, but she didn’t write back, so...” I shrugged. “Whatever. High school started, and I made other friends.” 
“She just stopped talking to you?” Simon asked. “She doesn’t seem like someone who would do that.”
“Oh, like you know her so well after spending all of two hours with her.” 
My words came out harsher than I’d intended, and Simon drew back at the sarcasm in my tone. 
“Well, she did save our asses in that two hours,” he said.
I sank back into my seat and fiddled with the navigation keys, sending my avatar wandering around town, I pretended I was interested in the paladin hawking Arrows of Righteous Wrath in the chat window. I could feel Simon watching me though, like he was waiting for a more detailed explanation. The real explanation.
I sighed. He’d nag it out of me eventually. Or guess it. He wasn’t one of those obtuse guys who had the perceptive acumen of a rock. “The night before she left, we might have...”
“Fought?” he guessed.
“No.”
“Wrecked your dad’s car?”
“No,” I said, giving him an exasperated look. Did he want the story or not?
He seemed to be having fun guessing though, for he leaned forward, grinned, and tried, “Accidentally killed someone, then buried the body together, where nobody could find it?” 
What a lunatic. “Yeah, that was it. And now that you know, we’ll have to kill you too. Have you filled out your will yet?”
“Nah, I don’t have anything to leave.”
“You have your thriving app business,” I said. “Sure, you only sell four apps a day right now, but I bet they’ll take off once you’re dead.”
Simon shook his head. “You’re thinking of art. Apps don’t work that way. The world forgets about you thirty-seven seconds after you stop promoting your work.”
“Ah. So, are you going to log in and play, or what?” I waved to his computer, hoping to distract him from his original inquiry. “Drizzt and Strider are asking where you are. Or shall I tell them you’re in the shower?”
Simon prodded at his crusty hair. He claimed to have used three canteens of water to wash up, but it wasn’t all that evident. At least we’d both be flame-retardant if someone’s campfire got out of hand tonight. 
“We’re going to see her again tomorrow,” he said. “I guess I can ask her why she stopped communicating with you.”
I winced. So much for distracting him. “Don’t do that,” I said, turning the “don’t” into a drawn out whine.
“If you’d enlighten me, I wouldn’t have to.”
I glowered into my keyboard. “Look... I kissed her, all right?”
In the stunned silence that followed, I had ample time to admire the crickets chirping outside and the distant hoots of an owl. A Great Horned or a Spotted? My grandfather would know. I should probably get up and close that window. The temperature had dropped since sunset.
“You kissed her?” Simon finally asked. “On the lips?”
“No, on her elbow.” Funny how sarcastic I became when I was uncomfortable.
“But you like guys. I’ve seen you date lots of guys. Well, okay I’ve only seen you date two, but you mooned after at least five others while we were in school.”
Seriously? He’d been counting? I needed to clean him up and find him a girl. Not Temi though. Even with her checkered past and her uncertain future, she was out of his league. “Yes, yes, I moon after guys now.”
“Now? Does that mean you used to...” His eyebrows quirked. How had I known he’d be intrigued by this sort of thing?
“No. Yes. I don’t know. I was fourteen. I was trying to find myself. That’s all.”
His forehead scrunched up like the skin on a Shar Pei. 
“Could we drop it?” I asked.
Simon lifted a hand. “Sh.”
It was only then that I realized the scrunched forehead wasn’t turned toward me but toward the window I hadn’t gotten up to close. “Do you hear that?”
A set of ghostly fingertips played the piano on my spine. “What? And you better not be screwing with me. I won’t find it very funny after the day we’ve had.”
When Simon looked at me, his usual mischievousness was absent from his eyes. “It got quiet, really quiet.”
The crickets had stopped chirping, and the owl had disappeared. A faint crack came from a campfire across the way, but nobody was talking. I leaned toward the window, but didn’t see anyone about. “Maybe people have gone to bed,” I said, though that didn’t explain the silent crickets. “Or maybe there’s a coyote or javelina out there. We are in the forest.” 
Prescott had a population of forty thousand, with another sixty in the nearby towns, but it also backed up to national forest on multiple sides. Three miles out of downtown to the south or west, and you were in woods filled with all sorts of critters. Granted, we hadn’t seen anything fiercer than deer yet at the White Spar, but we hadn’t been roaming around at night either.
The image of that mauled body had popped into my head again when the first shriek came from the other side of the campground.
 



 
CHAPTER 7
 
Simon and I stared out the window, trying to pinpoint the source of the shriek. It came again, reminding me all too much of the cry we’d heard from the man in the tunnel, though this one belonged to a woman. The notes of terror and pain... they were the same. I hoped I was wrong, that it was unrelated. Maybe there was some domestic abuse going on in one of the trailers. Not that I’d be a fan of that, but it’d be less disturbing than another decapitation. 
Flashlights appeared at the far end of the campground, the beams streaking around, moving too wildly to be effective. I caught glimpses of trees and grass in their light but not much else. A man and a boy jumped out of the big camp host trailer. The man waved the boy back inside. 
“We should do something,” I whispered, feeling like a coward for huddling in the van.
“Like get out of here?” Simon pointed to the driver’s seat. His face was ashen, and I knew he was thinking of the dead man too.
“I thought you’d want to run out and take pictures.”
“You take pictures in the aftermath not in the... math. That’s how you get killed.”
One more scream came, but this one halted in the middle, cut off abruptly. The man charged into the woods. If he had a gun or anything useful for fighting a... big animal, I didn’t see it. I hooked my whip onto my belt and grabbed the bow and quiver. What I thought I was going to do out there I didn’t know, especially given how ineffective I’d been in the skirmish with the motorcycle riders. I grabbed a flashlight and slid open the van door anyway.
I’d like to say I strode confidently toward the camp host’s site, but it was a furtive I-hope-nothing-notices-me sneak with many glances toward the trees on either side of the road. A car rumbled past on the highway, its lights momentarily piercing the forest. I peered in the direction of the scream and spotted the man charging into the woods toward... my stomach twisted. That wasn’t a body, was it? It was too far away to be certain. It was probably a log.
“Yeah, tell yourself things like that,” I muttered, “and maybe that’ll make it true.”
Simon’s voice floated after me. He was standing in front of the van, talking to a 9-1-1 operator on the phone. Good idea, and probably smarter than charging into the woods. I hesitated. It shouldn’t take long for the police to get out here. Maybe I’d be better off waiting. A few car doors were slamming in other camp sites, and I heard a number of harsh whispered conversations. Other people were watching, but nobody else was running out to help.
“Oh my god, oh my god,” came the man’s voice from the woods.
“Dad?” called the boy from the camper, a quaver in his tone. “What happened to Mom?”
A loud rustling came from the man’s direction, and he didn’t respond. 
I clenched my fist tighter about the bow. Someone had to do something. I jogged toward the camp host site.
A car started up behind me. People leaving? Not surprising. I wished I could see more of what was out there. The lack of electrical hookups meant nobody had anything stronger than flashlights and battery-operated camping lamps.
A heartbeat before I reached the picnic table beside the trailer, another scream erupted from the woods. It was the man this time. 
“Dad!” the boy shrieked out a window two feet from my head. 
I jumped, almost dropping the bow. I groped for something reassuring to say to the kid, though who was I that he would believe me? “It’ll be all right,” I tried. “Wait inside.” 
The weeds rustled not twenty feet ahead of me. I nocked an arrow, lifted my bow, and drew it back to my jaw. I couldn’t fire randomly, not if the man might still be alive out there, so I waited, trying to keep my breathing calm so I could shoot when the opportunity arose. But I was no big game hunter who was used to facing down lions and rhinos on the African savannah. My hands shook so hard the arrow slipped free twice.
Bright lights flared up behind me, shining into the woods. Simon had brought the van over.
“Get in here, Del,” he ordered. “Wait for the police.”
I should have heeded him, but my eyes were riveted to the brush. Something big and dark had streaked between trees now lit by headlights. I couldn’t make out details, but I was confident it wasn’t a person. Maybe a giant bear? One that had gone rabid? If it’d stop for a moment so I could get a clear shot...
The kid was yelling again. I squinted into the woods, trying to concentrate. I took a few steps closer, toward the end of the picnic table.
“Damn it, Delia,” Simon barked. He opened the van door and jumped out beside me, a tire iron in his hand. He reached for my arm, no doubt to drag me inside. Probably not a bad idea, but...
There. A black form reared up behind a patch of bushes. It turned toward me, and I fired. It dropped down, bushes thrashing and wood snapping. I shook off Simon’s grasping hand and pulled out another arrow.
“Look out!”
This time Simon succeeded in grabbing me. He didn’t yank me toward the van but pushed me to the ground. A crack like a cannon firing sounded right behind us. Something sharp pelted the side of my face. The lighting dimmed. I ducked, confused as to what had happened until Simon spoke again.
“What the—it threw a rock?”
I stared past him and to the front of the van. One of the headlights was out, shards of clear plastic littering the asphalt. A head-sized stone lay down there too. 
“We better—”
Another rock sailed out of the night. I ducked, but it wasn’t aimed at me. With disturbing accuracy, it slammed into the other headlight. Darkness smothered us. My night vision was useless after being so close to the lights. I patted around for my bow—I’d dropped it in the fall—and let Simon haul me to my feet. I didn’t need him yelling at me to convince me to race for the nearest van door. If my arrow had hit that thing, it sure hadn’t hurt it.
I kept my head down, expecting more rocks to pelt us, but another shriek sounded instead, this time from the other side of camp. Glass shattered over there.
“There’s not more than one, is there?” I threw open the door and lunged into the back of the van.
Simon was already in the driver’s seat. “I think it ran around the camp.”
“What is it?”
“I didn’t get a good look.”
Sirens wailed in the distance. The cops. Finally. I hoped they showed up with armor and automatic weapons. By now, I’d had enough of being brave and would be happy hiding in the van while the professionals took care of the problem. Rock-throwing bears were beyond my pay grade.
I came up to the front seat at the same time as a pair of police cars drove into sight, their red lights throwing flashes of illumination into the woods. Those flashes lit up the campground too. Three lots down from ours sat an SUV with the windshield and one of the windows smashed in. I couldn’t tell if anyone was inside—or had been.
“Only two police cars?” I asked. “That’s it?”
“All I told the operator was that there was screaming,” Simon said. “I didn’t think the lady would take me seriously if I mentioned monsters.”
Four cops flowed out of the cars, guns in their hands. At least they were armed. 
“Bear, bear!” someone yelled from the other end of the campground. “It got—oh, Jesus, it killed Stacy!”
Two of the cops raced in that direction. The remaining two looked around, probably trying to find the person who’d made the call. I didn’t want to talk to them, not after we’d already been questioned in regard to a murder that day—surely it would appear suspicious if we were the ones to report more trouble—but one of them headed for our van and one for the camp host’s trailer. Only that poor kid was in there. He wouldn’t be able to tell them anything cogent.
Reluctantly, I climbed out of the van, leaving my bow and arrows inside. The last thing I needed was for them to think I was the crazy idiot running around attacking people. The officer veered toward Simon—he’d stepped outside first. They spoke quietly, and Simon pointed into the woods where the first two people had... disappeared. 
I stood back and shivered. The air felt about thirty degrees colder than when we’d first driven into the campground that evening. The screams had stopped, and I didn’t hear any more thrashing about in the woods. I did hear the rumble of engines approaching from the street. They sounded like motorcycles.
“Must be motorcycle police,” I muttered. There was no way our two strange Harley riders would show up here. They couldn’t possibly know about this.
Gunshots fired from the woods behind the battered SUV. Snatches of the cops’ conversation reached my ears.
“...hit it. I know I did.”
“...bullets didn’t slow it...”
More headlights turned in from the highway. I stared in disbelief. It was the pair of riders. They rolled into the campground and parked their bikes beside a dumpster. As one, they removed their helmets. They wore the same clothing as they had earlier in the day, including the dark caps. 
I glanced at Simon, but the policeman had his attention. The riders scanned the camp, noting the police, then they had a quick conversation with each other. One pointed toward the south, toward the woods where the people had disappeared. One of the cops was already searching that area. The two who’d run off after the “bear” hadn’t returned. 
The riders jogged across the pavement to the east, both looking in my direction as they passed. They had to recognize me, but neither seemed surprised at seeing us. The gruffer one—Jakatra, hadn’t that been his name?—glared, but that might be his normal expression. The younger one, at least I assumed he was younger since he had more innocence and curiosity about him, gave me a shrug and a wry quirk of the lips. Then they were gone, seeming to disappear as soon as they stepped off the asphalt and into the brush. If they’d been carrying weapons, I hadn’t noticed them. Maybe they didn’t need them. What if that... creature was a pet of theirs, and they’d come to leash it up and take it away until it was time to send it out to kill again?
“There’s a body over here,” came a call from the woods. “A woman. Get some backup, Steve. Whatever’s out here is dangerous.”
“It’s a bear, right?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen a bear do anything like this. Better get these people out of here. And tell the backup to bring rifles. This just happened.”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” Simon said, but the officer who’d been talking to him wasn’t paying attention anymore. He jogged back to his car and leaned in to grab the radio handset. 
I tugged on Simon’s sleeve. “Do you think we should get out of here while we can? Before they talk to the sheriff’s department and it comes out that we were around for both incidents today?”
“That’s not our fault.”
“No, but it might look suspicious to police looking to pin responsibility on someone.”
“How can we be responsible?” Simon asked. “We don’t have a clue about what’s going on. What’s suspicious is... are those the same two Harleys?”
“Yeah, our buddies in black drove in, then ran off into the woods.” I pointed in the direction they’d gone.
“Now that’s suspicious. Those are the guys who must be up to something shifty. It’s pure coincidence that we’ve been here for both of these.”
“Is it?” I wondered.
“What do you mean?” 
I shrugged. The woods lay out there, dark and ominous, still being bathed by the red police lights. The shade reminded me too much of blood. 
“I found another body,” one of the police called.
“There’s someone injured over here,” one by the smashed car said. “Steve, get the paramedics out here too.”
The man at the radio chopped a wave.
Simon gripped my arm. “Del, what do you mean about it not being a coincidence?”
“I don’t know. Just musing. But don’t you think it’s weird that this has happened in the two places we were today? What if that creature is after us? Or wants something we have?”
“Oh, sure, it’s upset it didn’t get a chance to bid for the antique coffee grinder.”
“Hey, we’ve found some good stuff. Remember those quirky clay figurines from that Fremont pit house near the Wilcox Ranch?”
“I remember that you wanted to donate them to a museum instead of selling them,” Simon said.
“But we haven’t done that yet. They’re still in the van. Other stuff is too.”
“Yeah, yeah, I get your point, and I think you’re nuts.”
I propped my fists on my hips. “Well, thank you for so thoroughly considering it from all angles.”
“You’re welcome.” Simon waved his phone. “I’m going to see if I can get some pictures of monster footprints.”
“What you’re going to get is arrested for interfering,” I called after him.
More sirens were wailing, coming from the direction of the town. Why did I have a feeling we’d both be in jail before dawn?
Two lean, dark figures walked out of the trees on the opposite side of the camp. The riders were back. They stuck to the shadows, and the police didn’t notice them. As far as I could tell nobody had noticed them. Except for me. 
I put my back to the van and checked the police cars, making sure armed men were in earshot if I shouted for help. The younger rider carried a stick. He was walking and gesturing, waving it about as he spoke with his comrade. The flashing police lights fell upon them for a moment, and I realized it wasn’t a stick, it was an arrow. My arrow. Nobody else had been running around with a bow. I’d only shot the one, and it had hit the creature. At least I’d thought it had. How had these two gotten it? What if they knew where the creature had run to and had retrieved it somehow? I chomped down on my lip, torn between wanting to jump out and interrogate them and knowing it’d be smarter to hide in the shadows and hope they didn’t notice me. They couldn’t be happy about the fire extinguisher incident, not to mention those slashed tires... Albeit they’d since replaced those tires, for there was no sign of the damage on their Harleys. 
As they neared the dumpster where they’d parked, I caught a few snippets of their conversation over the clamor of approaching sirens. And it floored me. Whatever language they were speaking, it sure wasn’t English. I didn’t think it was a romance language either. True, I wasn’t hearing them well, but I’d studied enough Roman history in school that I figured I could identify something based on Vulgar Latin. It didn’t sound Slavic or Germanic either, though I was less familiar with those groups of languages. Their words had a lot of variation in tone—I thought I heard a couple that were repeated, only with different inflections. It reminded me of Mandarin, but these guys were awfully white for Chinese people. On looks alone, I would have guessed them Scandinavian, but even in those countries, they’d stand out.
I was so intent on listening to their words, that I almost missed the fact that they’d reached their motorcycles and turned to look at me. The older rider twitched his head—it wasn’t quite the side-to-side motion of a head shake, but it had the same negative gist—and hopped onto his bike. He roared away without a backward glance. One of the cops shouted at him to stop, but an ambulance and a news crew rolled into the campground, and the Harley weaved around a couple of cars and disappeared from sight. This was about to become a circus. The remaining campers who’d apparently been reluctant to leave their tents and motorhomes to talk to the police, flowed out of hiding as soon as the news van stopped. 
The remaining Harley rider, Blue Eyes, walked toward me, my arrow held at his side. As he drew closer, I could see his face and hands well enough to tell that there weren’t any signs of injury from the fire extinguisher propellant. My own skin was raw and red in spots, and I hadn’t even been the target. 
I shifted from foot to foot and scanned the trees for Simon, but I didn’t see him. The authorities were swamped by now too. This guy better not be trouble, because it looked like I was on my own for dealing with him.
“Hello,” he said. “I am Eleriss. What is your name?”
“Er?” I’d been tensing, ready for him to stab me with the arrow, so this frank introduction took me off guard. 
He tilted his head. “Er?”
“No, I mean, it’s Delia.” Belatedly, I wondered if I should have lied.
“I located your arrow.” Eleriss held it out to me.
“Uh, thanks. Was it in the haunch of anything when you located it?”
“Haunch? Ah, no, the jibtab would not be injured by such a weapon. Perhaps you... what is the expression? Gave it a hangnail?”
In the poor lighting, it was hard to tell, but I thought a slight smudge darkened the arrow tip. Maybe I’d made the creature bleed at least. Truth be told, I was impressed I’d hit it at all given how much my hands had been shaking. Of course, that might be a smear of dirt on the arrow too.
“But you attacked it,” Eleriss said. “It will remember you now.”
“Oh, good.”
“This... conveyance-house—” he pointed at the van, “—will not protect you from its fury if you cross it again. The jibtab is very strong.”
“So moving back to New Mexico would be a good idea now?” As soon as I said it, I rejected the idea. On the off chance that something—a jibtab, whatever that was—was hunting me, I wouldn’t lead it back to my family. 
Eleriss considered my question for a moment, mouthing, “New Mexico,” a couple of times. “Ah yes,” he said, “the territory adjacent to this one. Perhaps a farther destination? Your Alaska may be safe for some time.” He smiled, like a man making a joke, but I didn’t find any of this amusing.
“Safe for some time? What do you mean?”
“It is lightly populated by humans, so will not attract the wrath of the jibtab’s master for now.”
I digested that for a moment. It was hard to concentrate as fully as I would have liked with people shouting and setting up lighting and equipment in my peripheral vision. It was only a matter of time before someone came over and wanted to interview me. Or arrest me. I wasn’t sure which sounded less appealing.
“Just to be clear, you’re not the jib-thing’s master?” I asked.
Eleriss took a step back. “Me? I would not create anything to harm humans. I like humans.”
“Yeah, me too.” 
This guy was seriously weird. I was beginning to think there was some merit to Simon’s idea that our strangers were Vulcans, or nut jobs who thought they were Vulcans. Would he be affronted if I told him Prescott didn’t have a Live Action Roleplaying Group? 
“It would not be within my abilities to create a jibtab regardless,” he said. “I am not a... scientist, is that the profession?”
“For someone who makes monsters? I don’t know—I didn’t see those classes under any of the degree paths at ASU.”
He did that head tilt that seemed to mean he was trying to figure me out.
“So if you didn’t make it, what are you and your buddy doing here?” I asked. “Why do you keep showing up when it kills someone?” 
He could have asked me the same question, but he didn’t. He probably knew we were clueless. “We can track it.”
“Oh? Do you know where it is now?” 
“It ran up a dirt road over there.” Eleriss pointed in the direction that the first people had been killed.
I knew the road. We’d hiked up it to a trail that led to a lake. It’d been a nice hike, and there was no way I’d do it again now. 
“Are you trying to kill it?” I asked.
“That is not currently within our power.”
“Then why follow it?”
“We seek to find that which can destroy it. Also, we seek to protect humans from it.” Eleriss gazed toward the woods where the husband and wife had fallen. “We are failing thus far.”
“Join the club. That which can destroy it—you want to kill it then?”
“That is desirable, yes.”
“Maybe my friend and I can help. We’re good at research. Simon over there has GPS apps that can find all sorts of things and lead us to them.” I decided not to mention the broken shovel haft. 
“You would be wise to leave this place. Your Alaska would be a good destination.”
“That’s a little cold for my desert blood. Besides—”
“Ma’am?” a man asked from the side, startling me. It was the police officer who’d been talking to Simon earlier. Simon stood by the patrol car, a sheepish expression on his face. Ugh, they must have caught him practicing his photography skills. 
“Yes?” I asked.
“We’re going to need you to come downtown to answer some questions.” The officer’s eyebrows twitched. “Again.”
Double ugh. The left hand had been talking to the right hand. He eyed the arrow I was holding, but all he said was, “This way, please.”
I pointed to the van. “Mind if I park this back in our spot? It’s in the way here.”
He considered me for a moment—deciding if I was a flight risk? “Good idea. Make sure you get those headlights fixed too. You can get a citation for that.”
A half million sarcastic comments came to mind, but he walked away before my mouth could get me into trouble. More trouble, I amended as I watched someone guide Simon into the back of the patrol car. I wondered why nobody had come up to Eleriss, wanting to question him. I was reluctant to leave in the middle of our conversation. However, when I turned back to where he’d been standing, he was gone. His Harley was gone too. How had he managed that without me hearing it start up?
“This night is getting weirder and weirder,” I muttered.
 



 
CHAPTER 8
 
The fluorescent lights of the police station stung my eyes after the midnight darkness outside. When we walked in, I expected to be taken to a concrete room with nothing except a table, two chairs, and a one-way mirror while Simon was tossed into an identical room next door. Once there, I assumed they’d question us separately, trying to get us to contradict each other and maybe throwing in some Prisoner’s Dilemma tactics. Apparently I’d been watching too much TV. Or maybe those things only happened at big city police stations. Instead, the officer who’d driven us there ushered us to a corner of the waiting room with instructions to, “Hang tight.” He walked back outside, leaving us to our own devices with no one except a yawning young officer behind a desk to keep an eye on us. 
“Thanks for parking the van,” Simon said. 
Aware of the cops in the front seat of the car, we hadn’t spoken during the hour we’d waited in the back while the police dealt with the bodies and the chaos of the campground. Simon had been typing on his smartphone the whole time while I’d watched in mute horror as a female officer came to get the kid out of the trailer and lead him away, picking him up at one point to keep him from running into the woods to find his parents.
I’d decided to hold off on messaging my own parents, though the whole event had made me want to hear their voices. But it’d already been late, and I hadn’t wanted to explain why I was calling from a police car. No need to worry them until I found out if we were going to be charged for something. 
“No problem,” I murmured. “I mostly wanted to put the arrow in the van, so nobody would think to stick it into an evidence room.”
“They weren’t amused when I tried to play investigative photographer and sneak in close for a last couple of pictures.” He tapped his phone. “I finished writing up a blog post though. Tomorrow when this hits the news and people start searching for monster sightings, our website should pop up.”
I glared at him. “I told you not to put this stuff up there.”
“Someone’s going to cover the story anyway. Why not someone who was actually there and saw what happened?”
“Because you want to cash in on it. That’s our professional business site, damn it.”
“One that will make our business more money if it gets more traffic. Do you want to live on peanut butter and jelly and sleep in a van for your entire life?”
I dropped my head into my hands. After the long and eventful day, I didn’t have energy left to argue with him over this. I hoped the authorities got to the bottom quickly, and our lives returned to normal. Though a part of me wanted to speak with Eleriss again, especially given that he’d almost been... amiable. Weird and obscure, but amiable. Maybe he’d tell me about that device in the bedside table.
“What did you mean evidence?” Simon asked after a while.
“Huh?”
“You said you didn’t want your arrow thrown in an evidence locker. Was there something on it?”
“A smudge. It might be dirt, but...” I shrugged. “I cut off the tip and stuck it into an envelope addressed to Autumn in Flagstaff.” I patted my pocket. “If we get out of here without trouble, I’ll mail it as soon as we walk by a box.”
“Autumn... which one of your friends is that?”
“The one who used to insult you all the time.”
“You’ll have to be more specific than that. Not all of your friends appreciated my unique characteristics.”
“She’s the archaeology student who graduated at the same time as I did and who works at the same firm as I... would have.”
“Would have?” Simon asked. “Technically, you did work there, didn’t you? For a day?”
“It was three days, thank you.” 
Though after the first day of cataloguing rocks at the cultural resource management center in Flagstaff, I’d been certain the job wouldn’t work for me. My professors had all warned me that real archaeology wasn’t anything like they showed in the movies, and I’d been prepared for days upon days of sifting through dirt without finding anything significant, but tedious and repetitive office work in a room without windows? With no field excursions on the calendar for the rest of the year? I couldn’t handle that. But I hadn’t been able to find any other openings in the field—I’d been lucky to get that one as a kid fresh out of college—and none of the archaeologists I’d talked to had been leading the lives I’d imagined anyway. I’d called Simon and asked if he thought I’d be nuts to quit, but he’d always had that entrepreneurial streak, and he’d come up with Rust & Relics right away. I wasn’t making any more than I would have at that entry-level job—and some months it was less—but we had spent a fun summer exploring the state and scampering all over the mountainsides, hunting for old treasures. Despite the sneers of my peers, it suited me. Or at least it had until the bodies started showing up.
“What can she do with the arrow?” Simon asked.
“Autumn specializes in the chemical identification of organic residues that’ve been absorbed into historic materials.”
“Uh huh, so what can she do with the arrow?”
“She has access to a good lab; if there’s anything interesting on the tip, she should be able to tell us what it is.”
“Ah.”
An interior door opened, and a lieutenant clutching a coffee mug walked out. He didn’t appear much more alert than the fellow at the desk. I gathered this wasn’t the usual nightshift crew. Monster attacks probably justified summoning on-call people.
The lieutenant thumped the other man’s desk on the way by. “Brew up another pot of your sludge, Thomas. We’re going to be a lot busier here soon.”
“Yes, sir.”
The lieutenant approached us and sat in one of the chairs. “I’m Detective Gutierrez. We’ll have coffee ready in a minute, and there’s water if you want it.”
“I’m fine,” Simon said.
Gutierrez had an accent, and I thought about trying my mediocre Spanish on him. He might think I was trying to butter him up. Enh, it couldn’t hurt. “Gracias. Cafés, por favor.”
He smiled at me—that was promising. “You heard the lady, Thomas.”
“Yeah, yeah, the sludge patrol is on it.”
“Get that metal detector out of the evidence locker too, will you?” Gutierrez pointed at Simon. “You were the one talking to Webster over at the Sheriff’s Office this afternoon, right?”
Simon perked up. “Yes. Did you find my Dirt Viper?”
“Fanciest metal detector I’ve ever seen. I can see why you’d want it back. Looks like it wasn’t stolen. You misplaced it. Some of their guys were called up there. They found it leaning against a tree.”
So, our pretty-eyed friends had been telling the truth. Though they’d still broken into our van and taken it. And why had they needed it anyway? According to Eleriss, they were tracking that creature. It wouldn’t have anything metal in it, would it?
“I left it in my van,” Simon said, “with the doors locked.”
“Hm,” Gutierrez murmured into his mug. He didn’t believe us, I could tell. Simon could, too, for his scowl was petulant. He had the sense not to argue though.
“Did you question the two guys on the Harleys?” I asked. “We thought they were the ones who took the tool.” I decided not to mention that we’d since chatted with them and they were the ones who’d taken it. “And we thought they might have something to do with... the body.”
“Our people didn’t see anyone up there when they arrived.”
“What?” Simon lurched forward to the edge of his seat. “But they couldn’t have gotten off the mountain so quickly. Not after we— I mean, they seemed like they’d be indisposed for a while. At least until someone got there.”
Maybe Simon wasn’t as adept at slashing tires as he thought. Or maybe those two had found a quick way to patch them. You could make glue out of pine pitch, after all. 
The gurgling of a coffee pot had started up, the aroma filling the air. I wasn’t a huge fan of black coffee, but I could make an exception if I was using it as an all-night study aid. Or, in this case, a remain-alert-so-as-not-to-incriminate-oneself-to-the-police aid. 
“We did see motorcycle tracks, as well of those of your van, but that was it,” Gutierrez said.
“Dang,” Simon said. “There was only the one road up there. I thought...”
Yes, and it had been a long drive. It did seem like the police or sheriffs or whoever had responded first would have been going up by the time Eleriss and Jakatra had been coming down. Even if the cops passed those two on the road without stopping them, someone should have remembered it, especially since they’d been sent to investigate the reporting of a body. But then, nobody had seemed to notice the two riders cruise into the campground that night either, nobody except for me. If we’d been alone, I might have asked Simon if Vulcans had any special abilities to remain unnoticed. Probably not if they needed to wear ear-covering caps when they came to Earth.
The sludge officer brought over two steaming cups of coffee, one for the detective and one for me. He pointed a finger at Simon and raised his eyebrows.
“No, thanks,” Simon said. “Not unless you’ve got a Mountain Dew back there.” He didn’t have many vices that I’d noticed, but I had seen him suck down an entire twelve-pack of soda during a long day of gaming. It beat cigarettes and alcohol, I supposed. From a few of his comments, I’d gathered that those had been rampant among his kin when he’d been growing up.
“I’ll check.”
When the other man had left, Gutierrez draped an arm across the back of his chair and gave us a stern look. I tried not to squirm with guilt. We hadn’t done anything wrong, after all. 
“I know chasing storms is all the rage in some parts of the country, but you kids are going to get in trouble—or get killed—chasing this storm. Or whatever the hell it is. I wish it’d skipped Prescott. We’ve had enough tragedy in this town; we don’t need this.”
I forgot about squirming with guilt because I was too busy trying to figure out what he was talking about. Storm chasing? Huh?
“I looked you up online and saw your website,” Gutierrez said, throwing me further by switching topics again. “And your most recent blog post.” His lips flattened as he pinned Simon with his gaze. 
I glared at Simon too. He could have waited to post that until we were out of the police station.
“I’m sure to a couple of kids your age, this all seems like adventure, but I urge you to let it go. Focus on your business and forget the ‘monster hunt.’” Something about the way Gutierrez said the last two words—and the way Simon avoided his eyes—made me think he was quoting that blog post.
Thomas returned with a can of Mountain Dew and a dusty but otherwise undamaged Dirt Viper. Simon leaped to his feet and threw open his arms like a man ready to hug a beloved child he hadn’t seen all year.
Gutierrez must have decided I was the more responsible of our duo for he turned his attention to me and said, “I’m serious about my warning. If the guys in L.A. couldn’t stop this... thing, I don’t know what we’ll do besides hope it moves on quickly. I don’t want to see your bodies come into the Yavapai County Morgue.”
L.A.? I was dying to get on my phone and start running searches, but not with him watching. “Yes, sir. I don’t want to see the morgue either.”
By now, Simon was running some kind of diagnostics check on his metal detector while Thomas watched on in bemusement. 
“You’re free to go,” Gutierrez told me.
“Thank you.”
Less concerned with the welfare of the Dirt Viper, I grabbed Simon by the back of his arm and propelled him toward the door. I didn’t yet know why the police had thought we were chasing after this creature, but Gutierrez had dropped enough clues that I ought to be able to find out.
 



 
CHAPTER 9
 
I’d never had trouble getting up in the mornings—living in the desert where the sun is blazing in the window at dawn helps with that—but at 10 a.m. at the Raven Cafe, I was waiting for my triple-shot mocha to kick in. I didn’t know when I’d gotten to sleep, but it hadn’t been until late. After finishing at the police station, Simon and I hadn’t had any interest in returning to the campground, so we’d roamed around looking for a likely place to stay. We’d finally parked the van at Walmart next to the boondocking RVs. I’d surfed around on my phone, looking up news articles from L.A. among other things, until I’d fallen asleep with it on my pillow. The need for a faster Internet connection had brought us here. 
“I’ve got to take Zelda to the repair shop,” Simon said after he slurped up the milk in his bowl of granola. He’d informed me that a mocha wasn’t an appropriate breakfast, but I wasn’t sure his option was any healthier, given the amount of brown sugar he’d dumped on the top. “You staying here?” He waved to my open laptop.
“Yes. We’ve got a spot by an outlet. I can go for hours.” Our pub table stood against the wall by a piano with my laptop cord snaking down to the outlet. On previous days when we’d visited the Raven, we’d had to settle for tables in non-outlet-serviced locales. Today, the cafe was quiet, with only one other person sharing the dining area, a bleary-eyed, laptop-toting kid wearing a Yavapai Community College sweatshirt. I hadn’t seen a television yet, but the dearth of people in here and on the streets suggested that the White Spar incident had hit the news. Temi’s three early-morning text messages asking where we were and demanding to know if we were all right provided further evidence for that hypothesis.
“You can go for hours? All by yourself, eh?” Simon smirked, but it was a tired gesture. His eyes were bloodshot too. He’d probably take a nap in the waiting room while the headlights were being replaced. He never had trouble sacking out on a random chair, bench, or gum-decorated sidewalk in public.
“I’ve warned you about my introvert tendencies,” I said. “Did you send me that picture of the thing from the hotel room yet?”
“Yeah, but I’m more interested in where that monster’s going next than in antiques, albeit glow-in-the-dark antiques are intriguing. You’re going to find out more about that, right? Instead of wasting hours trying to look up foreign words you think you heard last night.” He gave me a pointed look.
Yes, I’d meant to spend more time researching the L.A. connection, and I had pulled up a few stories, but those words I’d heard Jakatra and Eleriss speak had kept repeating in my mind. I’d played with countless spelling possibilities, plugging each into the search engine, but I hadn’t found anything useful. Not all that surprising if the language wasn’t based off the Latin alphabet. 
“I promise I’ll research your monster,” I said, “but we’re not tracking down anything that can rip our heads off, no matter what I find on it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Simon said. “But the riders are a different matter, right?”
“What do you mean?”
“You want to know about them and their language.”
“Yes...”
“So, you’d want a sample if you could get it?” he asked.
“If I could figure out what language they were speaking, I’d have a better shot at finding information on that object in their room.”
“That was a yes, right?”
“Yes.” I wondered why he was pursuing this so relentlessly. 
“You get all the details on L.A., and I’ll see if I can figure out a way to get you that sample.” Simon smiled and strolled away.
I had a feeling I should find his parting words, or perhaps his motivations, suspicious.
A busboy cleared his plate, and I set to work, digging deeper into the California incidents. I was so engrossed in the research that I didn’t notice Temi until she tapped me on the shoulder sometime later. 
“I’m here for my introduction to estate sales,” she said, though her raised eyebrows implied she doubted we’d be doing that today.
“I’m guessing most of those will be canceled.”
Temi sat down, placing a number on the edge of the table. “The streets are empty of pedestrians, and even the auto traffic is scarce. Are you going to tell me what’s going on from your side of things? I’ve seen the CNN and local news version.”
“Simon and I were up in the mountains yesterday morning, treasure hunting, basically. He’s working on a program that uses 3D mapping technology, some historical databases I pointed out to him, and a bunch of stuff I don’t understand very well to create a geographic information system. It helps you hunt for long-forgotten and sometimes buried ‘rusty gold’ as they say in the biz. It’s similar to the technology people are using to find old shipwrecks on the bottom of the ocean. I go along to dig up what we find, I point out if it has any historic or financial value, and, if so, we drag it out and sell it. My job is also to choose likely spots for his software to search by rummaging through historical records and old maps to find out where there used to be settlements, permanent or temporary. We’ve only been doing this for a few months, but we’ve already found some fascinating sites, including previously undiscovered Anasazi ruins.”
At some point during my ramble, the server had brought over an omelet and orange juice for Temi, and she was digging in. I was taking the roundabout way to answer her question, but she didn’t look bored. “I knew this would be more interesting than working at a fast food place,” she said between bites.
“Hah, more interesting, but not exactly more lucrative, at least not yet. That’s why I’m working the estate sales too.”
“You didn’t find anything valuable at the Anasazi site?”
“Oh, there’s probably some good stuff there, but we didn’t do much digging before I called an archaeologist at the Department of Natural Resources. That was a mistake, because the bastard took all the credit for finding the site. They ran a multi-page article on it and him in Archaeology Magazine.” I waved a hand. “Not that I’m bitter or anything.”
“Why’d you tell him about it to start with?” Temi asked.
“The site was on state land.”
Her brow furrowed. “Isn’t all of the land you’d search on either state or privately owned?”
“Essentially, yes. To be honest, this part of our enterprise is a little... morally ambiguous. We’ve argued over whether Simon should make the software available to anyone or just sell it to universities when we’ve worked out the bugs. We might be assisting... the wrong sorts of people if we made it publicly available.” 
The crinkle in Temi’s brow hadn’t smoothed.
“You see,” I went on, “archaeologists frown upon people who make money by finding things and selling them on the antiquities black market. Ideally, historically significant sites should be carefully researched for what they can tell us about past peoples, and artifacts should be turned over to museums. That’s why Simon and I stay away from Native American ruins for the most part. It’s awesome to be the first to find something, but we’re not going to make money on any of it because we’ll always feel obligated to inform the authorities about the finds. Though I’ll be damned before I call that guy at the DNR again.” I grumbled under my breath. 
“So what are you making money on?” Temi asked.
“As it turns out, people get less huffy about proclaiming the historical significance of stuff white people left lying around a hundred years ago. A lot of what we locate falls into the category of most people’s junk and one man’s treasure. Lately we’ve been finding and selling old mining equipment. I kid you not, we recently auctioned a big claw bucket from a steam shovel for over a thousand bucks on eBay. Fortunately, the highest bidder was someone who lived in the state, and we didn’t have to figure out how to ship it.”
Temi’s eyebrows drew together. “Who would want such a thing?”
“I don’t know if we can thank the steampunk movement or what, but a lot of people are decorating with relics from the Industrial Revolution era these days. Some of these items do look pretty cool.” Though I’d been surprised when the bucket sold. Simon had argued for that one. I’d been ready to leave it, thanks to its massive weight, but he’d engineered a system to get it onto a trailer, and we’d hauled it off the abandoned mining claim. “They’re not all big items. We sold some old gold pans and pick heads to a bar owner over on Whiskey Row—” I waved in the direction of the street, “—right when we got into town. He thought they’d make good wall decorations.”
Temi had finished her omelet and pushed the plate away. “All right, now I get what your business does, but I don’t get why you were up on the mountainside hunting monsters.”
“Monsters? Is that what the newspaper is saying?”
“The television news. A boy from the White Spar campground was filmed saying monsters had eaten his parents.”
“Oh, man, I can’t believe the reporters pestered that poor kid,” I said.
“The police and reporters are calling it a bear attack, but the survivors they interviewed all said that what they glimpsed wasn’t any bear. Someone said it had to be the same creature that killed all those people in L.A.”
I nodded, having caught up with the news from over there now. Neither Simon nor I was the type to watch much television or spend a lot of time perusing headlines on the web, so we’d missed the excitement. The first mauled body had appeared at El Matador Beach outside of L.A. ten days earlier. There’d been several more deaths in the city, with each cluster of attacks occurring farther east, until the last two had shown up in San Bernardino. After that, things had quieted down, until five days ago when there’d been two more groups of slayings near La Paz County Park. In all of the cases, nobody had managed to get a picture of the culprit, because it always attacked at night. The official reports had blamed bears, though some of the deaths had been as grisly as the decapitated man in that mine shaft. Our tunnel incident seemed to be the only killing that hadn’t happened at night, though a dark mine probably didn’t qualify as a daylight attack.
“As for what we were doing up there hunting monsters... we weren’t. We were looking for some more valuable mining goodies. We heard a scream ahead of us, checked it out, and found the dead guy.” I wondered if I should confess to fleeing the mine, certain something was about to leap out of the dark and eat us. Nah, it was bad enough Simon had already witnessed me being treed by my imagination. 
“You heard screams and you checked it out?” Temi asked. “Isn’t that how all those pretty girls get killed in horror movies?”
“I’m not that pretty, so I didn’t think that paradigm would apply to me.”
Temi didn’t call me stupid—in fact, all she said was, “Hm”—but the notion seemed to hang in the air. 
“We thought it was some fellow explorer who’d managed to fall and hurt himself. Which I suppose technically happened. You do tend to fall after your head has been ripped off.”
Temi frowned. “Is joking really appropriate here?”
“Oh, I’m sure it’s not, but searching for sarcastic things to say is a great way to avoid thinking too much about the horror of what actually happened. That leads to weeping, hysterics, and group hugs. I find all of those activities counterproductive.” I’d never been good at sharing my emotions with others. I wasn’t sure if it came from having a pile of older brothers who’d teased and tormented me as a kid, or if it was some genetic quirk. The rest of the family went the other way—my older sister had a knack for sharing emotions with theatric intensity... and volume. Me? I’d always found sarcasm and jokes safer things to share. People have a hard time seeing through them and can’t pick on you effectively if you don’t have obvious buttons to push.
“So it was luck that you stumbled across the monster,” Temi mused, “and luck that brought it to your camp last night.”
“As far as I know.” Since Simon had ridiculed me for thinking we had something that might be drawing the creature, I didn’t bring up the theory again. It seemed even more unlikely now that I knew the whatever-it-was had come from out of state. Surely we didn’t have anything that intriguing in the back of the van.
“Where do the Harley riders come in?”
“They were at both spots too. And both times, they showed up after the creature had killed someone.” I felt silly saying creature over and over, but I didn’t know what else to call this mystery being. It wasn’t a bear, no matter what the newspapers said, and I wasn’t ready to add jibtab to my daily vocabulary yet. I’d filled Simon in on Eleriss and our strange conversation, but using such terms would draw confused looks from the general population.
“What is the plan now?” Temi asked.
“I’ve been instructed by the police to avoid monster hunting. It’s also been suggested by multiple parties that I might want to get out of town. Or out of state.” I thought of Eleriss’s proclamation that Alaska would be a suitable destination. I wish I remembered more of that conversation. He’d said something about finding “that which can destroy” the creature. Some super powerful tool or weapon? Located in Prescott? That seemed about as likely as a week passing without our van needing one repair or another, but it wouldn’t take much to convince me to run off into the woods after some unique relic from a bygone era. 
“Will you heed either of those suggestions?” Temi had known me at a time when I would have ignored any advice to stay out of trouble, but I’d grown up since then, at least a little.
“Believe it or not, I probably will. I’m insanely curious about those riders and their strange language, but we need to focus on our business and on activities that pay the bills. You know, grownup stuff.”
“Wise.” 
To Temi’s credit, she didn’t sound shocked or disappointed by my choice. I guess she’d grown up a little too.
My phone flashed a text message alert. Simon.
Van is fixed. Ready to roll? I have an idea.
I must have frowned because Temi asked, “What is it?” in a concerned tone of voice.
I showed her the message.
“An idea? What does that mean?” she asked.
“Nothing related to grownup stuff, I bet.”
 



 
CHAPTER 10
 
Simon ordered a burger from the bored man cleaning glasses at the bar—business still hadn’t picked up—then veered over to join us. He dragged over another chair, and I pushed my laptop to the side. We could have moved to a bigger table, but he didn’t suggest leaving the sacred outlet. Also, he’d been bouncing from foot-to-foot while he placed his order, so I knew he was impatient to share his news. He gave Temi a nervous glance though, apparently remembering his shyness around girls now that we weren’t busy chasing motorcycles.
“What’s your idea?” I asked him. “And how much will it cost?”
“Nothing.” He focused on me and grinned. “It’s already been implemented.”
“Irrevocably?”
Somehow Simon managed to shoot me a dirty look without losing the grin. “No. Do you remember those collars I made for your uncle this summer?”
“The GPS tracking collars for his hunting dogs? I mostly remember you cussing out Taos because you couldn’t find a decent electronics store.”
“Yes, I made that app and a few trial devices before I had two that were sturdy enough to stay on a pointer hurling itself around in the brush. I still have those prototypes in the van, or had rather.”
I glanced at Temi and lowered my voice. “You didn’t... put the collars on someone, did you?” I imagined some homeless fellow sleeping on a bench under a newspaper with a dog chain around his neck before it occurred to me to wonder why Simon wanted to track someone anyway.
“No, of course not. But I took the trackers off and taped them on something.”
“On what?” Temi asked, her chin propped in one hand. She seemed to find this admission of clandestine detective work amusing rather than alarming. If she started working with us, she’d learn better soon enough.
“It’s more of an in really.”
“Simon,” I whispered in exasperation.
“The tailpipes of a couple of Harleys.” He pulled out his phone and opened an app. A map of Prescott came up.
I leaned back in my chair, trying to decide if I was horrified or intrigued. Or both. 
“Why do you want to track them?” Temi asked.
“Del said they’re trying to find some tool or weapon to kill that monster. If it’s something old that they’re prying out of the earth, I’m sure she’ll be interested. She also wants a sample of their language. If they don’t know we’re around, I’m sure they’ll speak freely.” He held up his phone, which happened to be opened to a voice recording application.
“You’re being awfully... considerate of my interests.” I squinted at him. “Why do I have a feeling you have ulterior motives?”
Simon smiled innocently. “I’m certain I don’t know.”
“Anyone been by our blog to read your story?”
His smile widened. “Oh, we’ve had oodles of visitors. I had to talk to our hosting provider a while ago, because we crashed on account of all the traffic using up our monthly bandwidth quota. In two hours.” He waved like some self-important Vegas prognosticator and proclaimed, “It all happened just like I thought it would. Wired and BoingBoing picked us up, and I don’t know how many lesser blogs.”
Temi’s mouth quirked, as if she didn’t know if she should be impressed or not. 
“Uh huh, and did we get any orders?” I asked.
“No, but that’s not how it works,” Simon said. “It’s the links from these big sites that count. The traffic is cool, but you’re right in that it won’t be targeted to our business. It’ll all be people interested in the monster story. Although...” He drummed his fingers in his Star-Wars-Imperial-March pattern. “If I acted quickly, maybe I could put together some T-shirts or something. We wouldn’t make a ton, but merchandising could be good for a few bucks.”
“Merchandising?” I mouthed to Temi. 
She shrugged back at me.
“I don’t have any artistic talent, but maybe I could do something with the pictures I got,” Simon went on. “I wish I had one of the monster. I mostly have mutilated bodies. That’s kind of garish for a T-shirt, right?”
“You think?” I asked.
Temi was more tactful than I, forgoing sarcasm to simply say, “Yes.”
“I did put some impression-based advertising on the site when I saw all the traffic,” Simon said. “We’ve already made thirty dollars today.”
I kept myself from rolling my eyes—barely. Money was money, I supposed, but I wanted to succeed doing something that added value to the world, or at least made someone happy. True, an antique steam shovel probably wouldn’t grant anyone eternal bliss, but that fellow had been pleased to find one for his collection.
Simon switched to another app. “They’re not doing anything.”
“Still parked outside the Vendome?” I asked.
“Yup.” Simon’s hamburger was delivered, so he stopped staring incessantly at the screen for a moment. He didn’t, however, stop plotting. “I wonder how much traffic we’d get to our site if we somehow slew the monster and saved the town, thus ushering in a period of peace and prosperity.”
I shook my head at Temi and pointed my thumb at Simon. “This from the guy who made me march into a men’s room shower at a campground to get rid of a spider.”
Simon pointed a sweet potato fry at me. “It was a tarantula, not a spider. Huge difference. You all have some wicked critters down here in the desert.”
“If you find Arizona’s wildlife alarming,” Temi said, “I recommend you never visit the Australian Outback.”
“You’ve b-been?” Simon asked, stuttering for the first time since he’d sat down. It was also the first time he’d looked in her direction. 
“Yes, I was in Melbourne for... work and went on a safari afterward.”
“He Googled you,” I told Temi, not sure why she was being evasive about her tennis career. Well, I guess I could understand, especially if she was being judged heavily by her old colleagues, but Simon didn’t care. I didn’t care. Heck, I’d never admit it out loud, but I was perhaps the teeniest tiniest bit contented that she’d fallen from that lofty pedestal and was here asking us for work. 
“I see,” Temi said, then dismissed this information with an elegant shrug. How one managed to shrug elegantly, I wasn’t sure, but she did it. “The Outback was extremely hot that time of year—I was there in January—and we saw quite a few dangerous creatures. Did you know that the bite of a funnel-web spider can kill a human being in two hours? Also, I was told that the Inland Taipan has the most toxic venom of any snake in the world. It paralyzes you and eats away at your muscle tissue. It gets dissolved and passed through your kidneys until you start peeing out reddish-brown urine.” She wriggled her eyebrows, clearly going into the garish details because Simon seemed like someone who’d appreciate them. And she was right.
He chomped on his burger as she spoke, listening in rapt fascination. Or just rapt... enrapture. In truth, she could have recited the plot of her favorite chick flick for him and received a similar result, but this would be better in Simon’s eyes. If he hadn’t been in love before, he would be now. 
I shook my head and stole a couple of his fries. “If one of those snakes shows up in your shower, I’m not going in to get rid of it.”
“Understandable,” Simon said. “But you’ve got my back on the funnel-spider, right?”
“We’ll see.” It must be a testament to my oddness, but these tales actually filled me with a longing to travel to the continent. I wanted to travel anywhere, really, having never been farther afield than California to the west and Texas to the east. Maybe someday we’d do well enough with the business to finance a few out-of-country excursions.
“Actually,” Temi said, “I understand the Inland Taipan is non-aggressive.”
“Until some idiot runs up to take pictures of it for his blog?” I asked.
She smiled faintly. “Maybe.”
“Hmmph.” Simon picked up his phone again. “They still haven’t left the hotel.”
“Perhaps they’re brainstorming their next move,” Temi suggested.
“Or maybe they found your transmitter and tossed it in a storm drain,” I said.
“No way. It’d be flowing away under the city if that had happened.” 
I filched a few more of his sweet potato fries and found a corner of the table on which to open my laptop. I skimmed the local news sites to see if there’d been any recent updates on our creature. According to the Daily Courier, people had been calling in all morning and reporting sightings. Supposedly, it’d been spotted everywhere from the community college to Thumb Butte Recreational Area to the back aisles at Home Depot. There weren’t any pictures to support these claims, and every person described it in a different way. A seven-year-old girl in the Prescott Lakes neighborhood blamed it for a missing cat and said it looked like a rainbow unicorn with two horns and a goatee. You had to love kids. 
If the creature continued its west-to-east trek, it might already be on its way out of Prescott and headed to Camp Verde or Sedona. I imagined the legions of tourists in Sedona running out on the red rocks to take pictures of it... right before they were eaten. But if the monster had left, wouldn’t our Harley friends have left too? Either way, if the creature preferred nighttime excursions, it wouldn’t be out and about today.
“Temi, why don’t we go check out some of those estate sales?” I said. “I can show you the other half of our glamorous business, and maybe the scarcity of people on the streets will let us find uncrowded spots and get some good deals.”
She’d long since finished her meal and nodded agreement at this.
Simon was busy refreshing the screen on his phone so I swiped his last couple of fries. “You staying here?” I asked. 
“Yeah, might as well. I’ll trade you the van for your laptop.”
“All right, but don’t get ketchup between the keys again. And don’t slip anything into my laptop bag that we didn’t pay for.” 
Unlikely since the Raven served condiments in little bowls on your plate rather than leaving squeeze bottles out on the table, but one never knew what he might find. He’d never touch the paintings listed for sale on the walls—his thefts were always food-related and usually never for items worth more than a buck or two—but he might think the linen napkins would make nice souvenirs.
 



 
CHAPTER 11
 
Temi lifted up a rusty bicycle rim with most of the spokes broken. “When you said estate sales, I was picturing mansions full of antique sofas, priceless paintings, and marble busts.”
“You were picturing that in Prescott?” I asked from beneath a picnic table where I was sorting through old apple crates full of vinyl records and self-help books from the 60s. Older books were more my forte, but I put aside a signed first edition of Sex and the Single Girl. That one was still in print and ought to bring a few bucks. “I know there are some trophy homes up in the hills, but I think most of them are the second houses of well-to-do Phoenix entrepreneurs rather than the twenty-third homes of blue bloods with way too much inherited money to spend.” 
“I suppose I was at least thinking that there’d be fewer cobwebs.” Temi swatted at a nice collection in the door frame. We were in the back of an old garage that had started its life as a barn. It was packed to the rafters, with a single path winding its way past the precarious junk piles. 
“If the dust isn’t to your taste, you could join the people admiring the furniture in the house.”
“When you say furniture, are you referring to the green plaid sofa with the broken springs or the coffee table made out of plywood and cable spools? I simply ask because I wasn’t sure if those qualified for such a lofty label and thought perhaps you’d seen something someone might actually want.”
“Nope.” I squirmed between the legs of the table and poked into another crate. “That’s what I meant.”
“I don’t mind the dust.” Temi took a deep breath—a bracing breath? “What can I do to help?”
I pulled myself out from under the picnic table and pushed aside a laundry basket full of car parts, possibly related to the half-assembled car in the backyard, but just as likely not. Once I could see her, I decided tall, athletic, and well-dressed Temi looked out of place in the dust-and-rust-filled garage. She might have fit in once, but nine years had changed her a lot more than it had changed me. I wondered if it was harder to have never had money and prestige than to have had it and lost it. I doubted I’d ever know. With my grubby hands, stained jeans, and faded T-shirt, I fit right into that garage and I probably always would.
“Look, Temi, you don’t owe me any explanations, but I’ve been wondering why you’re here. If tennis isn’t an option for you anymore, why not go back to school? I’m sure you could stay with your parents to save money while you’re studying.”
She grimaced. “I can’t go back there. I stopped in for a couple of days, and it was... awkward is a nice way to put it.”
“I don’t get it; your parents are nice.”
“My parents didn’t think much of my decision to leave for Florida all those years ago. If I hadn’t been given a full scholarship to the academy...” Temi plucked a cobweb off her shoulder. “My parents were fine with tennis when I was a prepubescent girl and it was a hobby, but Yaiyai never thought it was appropriate for girls to run around hitting balls with sticks.” This last part she said in her high-pitched Yaiyai-imitation tone, one of an eighty-year-old woman who had a cane she swung like a cudgel at all the young men in the neighborhood, because she was certain they were thinking impure thoughts about her. “My parents became less and less enamored with it when it started taking more of my time.”
“I remember that. They wouldn’t drive you to the tournaments, right? You had to get rides and stay with the other girls on the team?”
Temi nodded. “You only saw the tip of the iceberg. We had a lot of disagreements. Once I was offered that scholarship, I believed I could be independent and didn’t need them. We had a big blowup on the night before I left. If you give up your studies and do this, you’ll never be welcome in our house again. Words of that nature. I threw some curses around, too, words a young lady shouldn’t know, much less say.”
“Yeah, I had a lot of those in my vocabulary too.” Though I’d never dared fling them at my parents.
“They forbade me to leave and wouldn’t help me get to Florida. I basically ran away from home. I hitchhiked and stowed away on freighter trains to get there.”
“I didn’t know that. At fourteen? You’re lucky you didn’t get mugged... or worse.”
“I know. There were a couple of scary incidents. When I got there, I handed over a parental release form with forged signatures. That first year, I kept waiting for the police to come and haul me back to New Mexico. I guess my parents never filed a missing person’s report though. I got the feeling they were waiting for me to fail and come back with my tail between my legs. That made me more determined than ever to succeed. I put an insane number of hours into my training, and when it paid off, and I started winning tournaments at the pro level... I don’t know. I thought they’d be happy, that they’d admit they were wrong, and that my choice had been right. That it’d all been worth it. But they always thought it was a crime to pay people money to play sports. And they never agreed with the jet-setter lifestyle, flying all over the world to compete. A waste of oil and the precious few resources the world has left.” This time she was imitating her dad’s voice—I’d known the family long enough to recognize the words without the impersonation though. “Even when I was succeeding beyond my own expectations... it didn’t matter to them. They never called or wrote, but I heard their words through my cousins’ mouths. They felt they hadn’t raised me right. They saw me as a failure.” Temi’s usual equanimity had faltered during her soliloquy, and she leaned back, blinking rapidly with her eyes toward the rafters. “I can’t go back there and prove them right.”
“Temi, you’re not a failure. It’s not a crime to go down a different path than the one your parents have in mind for you. It’s normal.” I probably should have patted her on the back and offered a sympathetic shoulder instead of a lecture, but I wasn’t good at comfort and commiseration. Besides, I didn’t know what she thought about our last meeting as teenagers, but I didn’t want her to think I was trying to hit on her.
“I’d believe that if they hadn’t been right in the end. The life I chose... I didn’t think it’d be so fleeting. I thought I’d have plenty of time to go back to school once I finished my pro career, and that I’d have enough money at that point and wouldn’t have to worry about finding a place to stay while I studied.”
I decided not to point out that she would have money now if she hadn’t been buying Jaguars and who knew what else. I probably would have made similar frivolous purchases if someone had handed me a few piles of cash.
“You could sell the car,” I said.
“I know. That’s on the table, but I wouldn’t get nearly what I paid for it two years ago.”
“Better sooner than later... like after it gets mauled by a rock-throwing monster. You keep hanging around with us and that’s liable to happen.”
Temi managed a smile. “Why do you think I opted for separate lodgings?”
“I assumed Zelda wasn’t up to your usual sleeping standards.”
“Oh, I don’t know. The van doesn’t seem much worse than the Motel 6, but you and your... friend are proving to be magnets for trouble.”
Before I could decide if I wanted to refute the comment, or explain that, yes, Simon and I were indeed just friends, my phone beeped. I pulled it out, expecting another “They haven’t moved yet” text message. Instead it read, Got something. Come get me?
Even though I was sure he had an ulterior motive in this tracking scheme, my heart rate still took a jump when I read the note. I grabbed the books and knickknacks I’d found. “Time to check out.”
“What does that entail in this industry?” Temi waved toward the items and their lack of price tags.
“Haggling with the owner until neither of us gets a price we’re happy with.”
“Ah.”
“Then we rush over to pick up Simon before he gets himself into trouble. More trouble.”
 



 
CHAPTER 12
 
Business had picked up at the Raven Cafe by the time we returned, finding Simon at the same table, hunkered over my laptop. There weren’t yet enough people that the servers felt compelled to glare at him for hogging seats when he’d finished his meal hours earlier. 
“What’ve you got?” I asked, pulling up a chair.
Temi sat across from him. He gave her a shy wave, but focused on me. “You know those pictures I took?”
“The ones of the mauled bodies that are too garish for T-shirts? Yes.”
“I didn’t upload those, but I did share some of thrashed vegetation and footprints, except I missed something when I was posting them.” Simon pointed at the screen where the blog from our website was displayed. Even though I had a half-written review on Arrowheads & Stone Artifacts: A Practical Guide for the Amateur Archaeologist I’d been meaning to finish, I’d been avoiding the site since he started posting evidence of our adventures in the wilds of Prescott. Somehow I thought that book review might disappoint the crowd flocking to our blog in search of monsters. “I was reading through the comments people have left—two hundred and twelve of them, by the way.” He gave me an arch look.
“Any of them buy anything yet?” I asked.
“No.”
I returned his look with my own get-to-the-point-then expression. 
“But this guy said he enlarged one of the pictures I took of the forest right after the police arrived.” Simon was pointing at the comment, so I read it for myself, sharing the last half aloud.
“‘Nice choice to use a phone to take such important pictures. At least get an app that lets you up your ISO, lower your aperture, and lengthen your shutter speed. My five year old could have done better with her Fisher-Price camera.’”
“I have an app,” Simon said. “The problem was that my hands were quivering with adrenaline. Anyway, here’s the picture in question.” 
He tabbed over to photo-viewing software, and I found myself admiring a slightly blurry image of the forest at night. He outlined a corner and zoomed in. I gripped the edge of the table. There was a dark bump sticking out of the side of one of those trees, one that had...
“That’s the creepiest eye I’ve ever seen,” I said.
Temi came around to the back of my chair to look. “Are you sure it’s an eye?”
“It looks like an eye to me.” Simon pointed. “There’s the outline of the head.”
“Its eye is... iridescent.” It reminded me of spilled engine oil. 
“The head is weird too,” Simon said. “It’s too dark to see, but it doesn’t look furry to me. Or maybe the fur is extra short. And look, no ear, at least not one that protrudes.” 
“Definitely not a bear,” I said, though I’d never truly believed it was. “Unless some mad scientist has been tinkering with bear DNA and making some creative alterations.”
“I suppose that’s possible.”
“Of course it’s possible. Haven’t you seen how crazy large tomatoes are these days? Genetically modifying things is all the rage.” 
“I know that,” Simon said, “but I thought that since we have some Vulcans down here, we might have a real life Predator too.”
“Oh, please, they’re not Vulcans. Real aliens wouldn’t look like aliens on Star Trek. Or Predator.”
“What is Predator?” Temi asked. “Aside from a noun.”
Simon didn’t say anything to her, but his stunned expression spoke loudly.
“Sorry, Temi,” I said, “I forgot to tell you that if you’re going to work on this team, you’re going to have to cultivate a basic background in science fiction books, films, and television shows.”
“That’s... helpful for archaeological digs?”
“No, for understanding Simon.”
Simon nodded solemnly. Judging by Temi’s dubious expression, she wasn’t sure how important communicating with him would be.
A phone bleeped.
“Oh!” Simon’s hand lunged down to yank it out of his pocket so fast that he almost fell off the chair. “They’re moving.” 
He slammed the laptop lid shut, and I gritted my teeth. I would have reminded him that he was manhandling my computer, but he was too busy stuffing things into his pack and knocking over his chair in his haste to stand up. 
“We have to hurry,” he said. “The tracker only has a mile range.”
“Are we sure we should be bothering them again?” Temi asked.
“No, but I’m hoping they won’t notice us bothering them. We can slip in, see what they’re digging up, get a sample of the language, and slip out.” 
“Is that all he wants?” Temi pointed to the door. Simon had already jogged out of the cafe.
“I’m not sure, but he’s not getting anything else.” I patted my pocket, thinking I still had the van keys, but they were missing. “Kid’s a klepto,” I muttered and ran after him. 
Though Temi clearly had reservations, she followed me. Zelda was parked right outside, a testament to the lightness of the traffic today, so we caught Simon before he zoomed off, though he did already have the engine running. Temi climbed in, and I slid the side door shut a second before the van backed out of its parking space. Simon threw it into drive fast enough that I tumbled across the carpet and bonked my head on the refrigerator. 
“No, no,” I said, “don’t wait for us to get our seat belts on. We’re fine.”
Both of Simon’s hands gripped the steering wheel, and his phone rested on his thigh. If he heard me, he didn’t give any indication of it. I was fairly certain he ran through the light on Gurley Street, too, though with my butt planted on the floor, it was hard to be positive. I’d laugh if all this effort turned out to be for tailing our prey to the Prescott Denny’s.
Temi sat on the floor, too, her right leg thrust out before her, a grimace on her face. She wiped it away when she noticed me watching. 
“I’m not sure a background in science fiction would be enough to understand him,” she said.
I smiled. “It’d only be a start, that’s for sure.”
 



 
CHAPTER 13
 
I squinted at the topography map spread in my lap while the van bumped and groaned up a dusty road. “We might be going to Lower Wolf Campground.” 
Another campground. Great. 
Simon cursed under his breath and threw on the brakes. Dust hazed the road ahead. We’d gone off the gravel a while back to follow the deep ruts and potholes of a forest service road that hadn’t been serviced in some time. 
“Almost caught a glimpse of them there,” he said. “I thought they’d be able to navigate these holes on their bikes a lot faster than us, so I was going as quickly as I could.”
“We noticed.” Temi, sitting at the table behind us, rubbed her head.
“They’ve slowed down though. They must be looking for something.”
“Maybe they know we’re following them,” I said.
“They shouldn’t be able to hear us over their motorcycle engines unless they turn them off.”
“Something they’ll do when they reach their destination,” I pointed out.
“I’ll try to guess when they’re getting close, and I’ll stop our engine before they do. Hopefully.”
“We’re novices at tailing people,” I told Temi.
“Yes, as far as I can tell, your business is expanding into new territories by the day.”
By the hour, I thought.
The road forked and we turned into a dry valley clogged with scrubby brush. Pine trees rose to either side. The ride grew even bumpier, and I squinted suspiciously at the leaves beating against Zelda’s fender. “We’re not on a road anymore, are we?”
Simon grinned, though he didn’t take his eyes from the route ahead. “Nope.”
“It looks like a dried river bed,” Temi observed.
We splashed through a trough filled with mud and water. 
“Mostly dry,” Temi amended.
I compared the topo map with what the GPS map on my smartphone offered. The cell had a couple of bars of reception, but the maps were slow to load. Not surprising. We weren’t on—or close to—any official roads. “We’re not far from Mount Union and Hassayampa Lake.” The trees blocked the view, but I waved in the general direction.
“What’s down here?” Temi asked.
“Uh, nothing.”
“There must be something.”
“Maybe those two were just looking for a private place to—oomph.” The ceiling was higher in the van than in a car, but my head almost cracked it anyway. If not for the seat belt I’d wisely put on earlier, it would have. “Get busy,” I finished weakly.
“They did seem to be sharing the one bed,” Simon said.
“Their faces were similar,” Temi said. “I took them for siblings.”
“Which makes it all the more likely that they’d look for a private place if they wanted to get busy,” I said.
My joke met with pitying stares, and I went back to studying the map. We rolled out of the riverbed and onto a road with brown grass and weeds sprouting from the center between the ruts. They were tall enough to slap at the base of the windshield. They also—as we discovered when my head nearly hit the ceiling again—disguised big rocks.
“If we get stranded out here, I’m going to pummel you,” I told Simon.
“Noted.”
The road dipped back into the riverbed, then out the other side. It never detoured far from the dusty banks, and we occasionally splashed through water, a rare find in the desert mountains this late in the year. 
“Oh,” I said, “this must be the Hassayampa River.”
“Anything significant about it?” Temi asked. 
“Well, it’s kind of an interesting river. The name is Native American and means the river that flows upside down or the upside down river. We’re not far from the headwaters, and some of it is obviously above ground, but it flows beneath ground for a lot of its route, a good hundred miles if I remember correctly.” As I’d spoken, I’d plugged the name into Google, but the reception had grown too pitiful for the search. 
At that moment, we splashed through a clear pool framed by granite boulders. Water sprayed the windshield. 
“Oops,” Simon said and veered to the left. It took a few tries before he managed to coerce the van up the bank and into the dryer shrubs on the side.
“If Zelda were a really cool van,” I said, “she’d be equipped for aquatic operations.”
“Oh, like one of the Ducks from World War Two?” Temi asked. 
“I hardly think that’s necessary in Arizona.” Simon shot me a dirty look. “And Zelda is really cool. You can start sleeping outside if you don’t think so.”
“My apologies. I was obviously mistaken.” I nodded toward the windshield. “Are we stuck? I don’t wish to offend Zelda, but I notice we’re not moving.”
“We stopped because they stopped.” Simon turned off the engine.
The soft calls of birds and the rustling of grasses stirred by the wind replaced the noise.
“Anything else interesting about this river?” Simon asked. “Old mine shafts or caves full of rusty treasures?”
I poked at my phone, but that didn’t make the reception any better. “I wish I’d known we were coming here; I could have looked it up before. From memory... there is some folklore about it. An old saying about how if you drink the water, you won’t be able to tell the truth again.”
“Good thing the fridge is full of Mountain Dew,” Simon said.
“I think I’d rather take my chances with the river,” I said, drawing another dirty look from Simon, though Temi was nodding behind me. I hadn’t seen her drink anything more deleterious than a tea latte. She’d probably gotten used to a strict diet as an athlete. 
“They’re definitely not moving.” Simon rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “I don’t hear the engines either.”
“It must be hiking time,” I said. 
We did that on occasion, so we had packs in the back with first-aid kits, flashlights, munchies, and the usual supplies. I threw a couple of bottles of water into my sedate tan pack, an old REI model I’d found at Goodwill. Simon tossed cans of Mountain Dew into his denim sack, an item he’d also found at Goodwill, though he’d taken it upon himself to decorate it. Now it was adorned with patches that endorsed everything from Metallica and Savatage to the Serenity and Stargate Command.
After packing his bag, he took his MacBook to the front of the van, set it up on the dashboard, and started fiddling. I fastened my whip onto my belt and, after a moment of consideration, grabbed the bow and arrows too.
“I’m afraid I didn’t come prepared for a hike,” Temi said. “Or a hunt.”
I dug a canteen out of a cupboard and filled it from a five-gallon jug. “That’s all you need. We’re not going to be out here long.”
“How do you know?” Simon asked. “They might be heading off on a sixty-mile pack trip.”
“Good for them. We’re not going that far.” I pointed skyward. “We’ll follow for a while, but we’re getting out of this forest before it gets anywhere near dark. I don’t want to see our genetically engineered whatchamacallit again.” 
“I concur,” Temi said before Simon could sputter out a protest.
I eyed her with new speculation. “Oh, I like this. With an odd number of people, we suddenly have the ability to settle disputes with a vote, a vote that can’t end up in a stalemate.”
“Wait a minute,” Simon said. “We need to discuss this. As a new member, her vote shouldn’t count for as much as mine.”
“It only needs to count for a hundredth of yours, so long as it can be added to my full vote.” I smiled and opened the van door.
“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all...”
Still smiling, I shoved him out the door. “You should have thought of that before arguing to have her join the team.”
I stepped outside after Simon. The quiet of the forest reminded me that we weren’t alone out here, and it wouldn’t do to be overheard. We didn’t have a fire extinguisher this time, and I wasn’t about to start shooting at people with my bow. I didn’t like the idea of facing the two riders in another brawl anyway. Eleriss had been pleasant enough, if odd, when I’d talked to him the night before, but I didn’t think that politeness would last if he found us stalking him.
We dropped our chitchat for the hike to the motorcycles, each of us scanning the path ahead and the surrounding trees, watching for movement. Fresh tire prints dented the earth between the rounded rocks that dotted the riverbed. Tracking them was easy; following the men after they dismounted would be more challenging, especially since we wouldn’t want to get close enough to be seen.
After ten minutes of walking, a glint in the brush caught my eye. I pointed, and we found the black bikes hidden there. I wondered if the riders had known someone was following them, or if they’d simply taken a precaution.
“This is as far as I can track them.” Simon waved his phone—we’d caught up with the little dot that represented the device he’d glued in one of the tailpipes. 
Given that my reception had disappeared a while back, I wondered if he’d been guessing a little as to their location in the end. Or maybe his app simply required less juice than a web browser. We hunted around for a moment, our faces toward the dusty earth.
“Found their prints.” I pointed to the ground and led the way. With brush clogging the riverbanks, there wasn’t much chance of the riders leaving the bed, but I kept my eyes open for the possibility anyway. Other than the footprints, the pair traveled lightly over the earth. I didn’t notice any broken branches or snapped twigs such as one expected in the wake of large animals and careless humans. 
As we continued down the dry riverbed, I grew more conscious of the passing of time. I checked the clock on my phone often. My willingness to be out here was predicated on the monster’s history of nocturnal attacks. For all that I wanted to solve some of the mysteries around Eleriss and Jakatra, I wasn’t willing to die to do so.
“What’s that?” Temi whispered, pointing ahead.
Something dark lay between some rocks. I crept forward, pausing to note the fresh cup of a boot in the dust, then stopped. A bunch of weeds had been cut back, revealing a hole in a stretch of granite, its edges worn smooth. The sound of rushing water drifted up from within. 
“Our underground river,” I said.
Simon peered into the hole. About two feet in diameter, it would be an unpleasant space to crawl into. I doubted the cold water waiting at the bottom would be pleasant either. The sun was still out, but it had moved behind the trees, and I didn’t fancy the idea of air-drying my clothing. Arizona or not, it was October, and we were five thousand feet above sea level. 
I tried to pick up the tracks on the other side of the hole, but the earth there didn’t hold any footprints. I circled the area in case the riders had climbed out of the wash. Nothing.
“Why do I have a feeling they went down there?” Temi asked.
Simon looked to me.
“Because... I think they have.” Shaking my head, I returned to the hole. “How could they know if there’s air to breathe down there? You can’t tell from here. The water might fill the entire space.”
“A river should be low at this time of year,” Simon said.
“Maybe so, but I don’t relish the idea of plopping down there and seeing where the flow takes me.”
“It could be a trap too,” Temi said. “If they knew we were following them and wanted to... get rid of us, they could lead us to believe they’d gone down there when all they’d truly done was hidden their tracks and continued on.”
“That’s true. I’ve only tracked animals.” And not that many of them, I admitted to myself. “They don’t do things like sweeping branches across the sand to rub out their prints.”
Simon dug into his pack and pulled out a flashlight. He flopped onto his belly and peered into the hole.
“Still,” I added, “I didn’t get the impression that they wanted to do us any harm. The chatty one warned me to leave town.”
“This hole looks like it opens up before it hits the water,” Simon said. “Though I don’t know if there’s anywhere to walk on the sides.”
“Perhaps if we had some rope, we could lower him down,” Temi said.
“Me?” Simon drew back and knelt by the edge. “I didn’t volunteer for that.”
“Oh, you were volunteered,” I said. “We even voted on it while you were hanging over the side there. Due to our superior numbers, we easily obtained the majority.”
He pointed the flashlight at me. “We are going to have a discussion about voting procedures soon.”
“Of course,” I said. “In the meantime, why don’t you get out our rope alternative and see what kind of harness you can fashion for yourself?”
“Fine, but if there are any tarantulas down there, we’re switching places.”
“That’s fair,” I said.
As Simon dug into his pack again, Temi pointed at my bullwhip and said, “Can’t we use that like a rope? It might be long enough to lower someone down.”
“And risk having it drop into the water and float away? I took a special class so I could make it myself. It’s priceless.”
“Note, she’s perfectly willing to let me drop in the water and float away,” Simon said.
“Well, I didn’t make you by hand in a special class.”
Simon pulled out his trusty roll of duct tape. “Rope alternative, coming up.”
In an impressively short time, he’d braided strips of tape into a twenty-foot length and had fashioned the equivalent of a rappelling seat for himself. He found a sturdy stump to tie the end around, then handed the loose coils to us. He stuck the flashlight into his belt and crouched beside the hole, placing his hands on either side.
“Lower me down, ladies.”
Temi and I gripped the “rope,” and I took a wide-legged stance, ready to lean back to help with the weight while she found a bolder to brace herself against. Sometime I’d have to ask her if she wore a knee brace, which would account for the limp, or if she favored the leg because it hurt to put weight on. It’d be a drag either way.
“Ready when you are,” I told Simon.
He lowered himself, using his legs to slow his descent. At first, there was no pull on the rope, but his head dropped below the hole, and he must have run out of rock to brace himself against, for we soon had his full body weight.
“Should we start lowering you?” I asked, not sure if he’d hear me in my normal tone of voice, but not willing to shout in case the riders lurked nearby. Temi’s observation that this might be a trap hadn’t left my mind.
A couple of quick tugs came in response.
“Guess that’s a yes,” I said.
We let our rope slide a foot, then a foot more. When we didn’t receive any more feedback, we kept going. I wished I’d taken a closer look inside so I’d have an idea as to the depth, but it couldn’t be more than ten feet to the water. All right, maybe fifteen, I decided as more and more rope played through our hands. 
Something jerked at the end of the line, and my gut lurched.
“Simon?” I asked, forcing my voice to stay low, though I wanted to shout. 
Words floated up. I couldn’t decipher anything except a few curses followed by, “Cold!”
“He must have let himself drop into the river,” I said, not certain Temi had heard. She was farther away from the hole than I was.
“There’s probably not a bank or anything to stand on,” she said.
A couple more tugs came, and I let out a little more line, but it grew slack. He must be standing on the bottom. I knelt beside the edge of the hole. I couldn’t see Simon but a flashlight beam was waving back and forth down there. 
“Anything promising?” I asked.
Simon stepped—no, waded—into view beneath the hole. Water lapped about his waist. “As far as I can tell, there are no tarantulas.”
So that was what all the flashlight waving had been about. 
“That’s the most promising feature?” I asked.
“Actually, no. I can see... I don’t know. It might just be some natural caves, but I bet you’ll be interested.”
“Interested enough to warrant standing in freezing cold water?”
“I think so. There’s enough headroom for walking.”
I leaned back, facing Temi. I considered how fragile our duct tape rope was—it would be easy for someone to come along and cut it. I wasn’t sure about climbing back out again without it either. If Simon jumped, he might be able to reach the bottom of the hole, but those smooth stone walls didn’t offer any handholds. 
“You want me to stay up here?” Temi asked.
“Would you? I’ll leave my bow in case... in case.”
“Because the handful of times I shot one as a kid will serve me so well if a monster blazes out of the trees,” she said dryly.
“You can use the staff as a club if you have to.” At her skeptical expression, I added, “You can serve a tennis ball at a hundred miles an hour, right? You ought to be able to crack a monster on the head hard enough for it to see stars.”
“A hundred and thirty-two,” she said.
“What?”
“My fastest serve. It was a record, actually.”
“There you go. Add some adrenaline to that, and you should be quite lethal with a club.”
Temi eyed the bow, perhaps trying to decide if it had as many nice merits as a club, at least insofar as blunt instruments went. “I’d rather have a fire extinguisher.”
“We’ll add that to our arsenal in the future. Given the suspicious smells that come out of Zelda’s air conditioning vents, the ability to put out fires might come in handy one day.”
“I heard that,” Simon called up from below.
I left Temi my pack as well as the bow, in case she got hungry and wanted my munchies. “We’ll be back shortly,” I said with a parting wave.
Now that we knew there weren’t rushing rapids or anything else dangerous below the hole, I climbed down the sticky duct tape rope without help. It was darker than expected at the bottom—Simon had moved farther down the river with his light. I hissed when my feet hit the cold water, the damp chill penetrating my shoes immediately, and I almost yanked them out again. I knew the river flowed out of that lake and wasn’t glacier water, but it was a degree of cold I could only appreciate when the outside temperatures read in the 100s.
Simon was moving farther away, clearly drawn by something, so I gritted my teeth and dropped the rest of the way into the water. I managed to keep from cursing, but only because I remembered those two riders were around there somewhere. And also because Simon was doing this in his socks and sandals. 
I pulled out my flashlight and let go of the rope. Smooth continuous stone lay beneath my feet rather than small, shifting rocks and pebbles. I slipped within the first two steps. Copious amounts of flailing kept my head from going under—barely—but I had to bite back curses again. I groped my way to the nearest wall to brace myself. Damp cool rock met my fingers. The lack of vegetation growing out of the cracks made me wonder if the passage flooded regularly. Hopefully not while intrepid explorers were visiting. 
With one hand on the wall and one gripping a flashlight, I waded after Simon. He’d disappeared around a bend, though his light reflected off the slick walls, guiding me forward. The darkness soon grew oppressive, with the water particularly black as it flowed around me. I couldn’t see a thing under it and had to hold back a squeal as something brushed past my leg. When I jerked away, I slipped again. Only my hand on the wall kept me from pitching over backward.
“Just a fish,” I whispered.
I glanced back at the hole in the ceiling, at the beam of daylight flowing down from it, and was reassured by the presence of the rope dangling there. We could slosh back and climb out of the river anytime we needed to.
As I continued on, the ceiling rose, and I ran my flashlight along it. A few bats hung from roots that had found their way through the rock, the tips dangling a few inches down from above. 
Simon hadn’t gone around a bend, I saw as I walked farther, but into a cave. Not a cave, I realized with a start. A cavate, a manmade cave dwelling. A row of them lined the wall, the openings about three feet wide, four feet tall, and a meter above the water level. The walls around the entrances appeared to be sandstone, with layers of granite above and below.
The discovery floored me, and I forgot about the icy water and other dangers. Arizona possessed cavates aplenty, with a whole mess of them over in the Verde Valley, but they were high up on cliffs, not underground.
I scrambled for the largest entrance, pausing only to touch a few old blocks, part of a masonry wall that would have once made the entrance more of a frame than a doorway. Once inside, I found myself in an oblong space about fifteen feet long with openings to other chambers on each side. The entry room was tall enough to stand in, though Temi would have had to duck. There weren’t any furnishings remaining or, at first glance, evidence of habitation. My first thought was that looters had been through, but it might be simpler than that: any time the river flooded, it would clean out the interior. What would have prompted people to scrape out dwellings down here? Hostile neighbors, I supposed. 
“Amazing,” I whispered, turning a full circle. “I wonder if any archaeologists are aware of this spot.” 
If the other rooms were as bare as this one, there might not be many clues left, but the simple existence and unique placement would raise a lot of questions. The answers might be somewhere within the complex. 
I walked across a flat floor made of a rock and plaster aggregate to poke my flashlight into one of the side chambers. A bedroom most likely, though it was as devoid of remains as the main room. It was interesting though that the original floors were visible, that they hadn’t been coated with silt from floods. If these cavates were as old as the Verde Valley ones, they’d date back to the 1300s or 1400s. Without artifacts to offer more solid clues, I’d only be guessing. People might have come along much more recently and emulated the style. 
After exploring a few more rooms, I was heading back to the entrance when Simon jumped inside, almost startling the pee out of me. 
“You gotta see this,” he whispered, then scrambled back out again without waiting for me to ask questions.
If I hadn’t hurried, I would have missed seeing him duck into another cavate, three holes down. There was enough of a ledge that I could make my way to it without stepping back into the water. I shivered though, with my sodden jeans clinging to my skin. The air temperature was cool down here, far chillier than the sun-warmed forest above.
“Simon?” I asked.
He wasn’t in the main room, but three doorways opened in the walls.
A hand thrust out of the one in the back. “This way,” he whispered.
That whisper was telling. He must have found sign of the riders we were following rather than some interesting relic he wanted to share. 
Keeping my flashlight beam toward the floor, so its glow wouldn’t travel far, I crept after him. He stood in a small room with a depression in the floor that would have been used as a fire pit; a hole in the ceiling must have served as a smoke vent. The decor wasn’t what held Simon’s attention though. In the far back corner, a hole dropped away, a steaming hole.
“All right,” I murmured. “That’s not normal.”
Simon knelt and prodded the edge, turning wide eyes toward me. “It’s hot.”
“As in from hot springs?” I scratched my head. Arizona had some hot springs, but I wasn’t aware of any near Prescott. Of course, I hadn’t been aware of any cave dwellings either.
Simon shook his head. “No, hot, like burning. Come feel.”
I knelt beside him and touched the rim of the hole—it was about four feet wide and curved out of sight under the wall. The stone wasn’t hot enough that my hand would burn, but it was unpleasantly warm. 
“Weird. Heat from friction?”
“I think they just made this hole,” Simon whispered. “Burned it right into the stone. Like the Horta in that episode of Star Trek where miners were getting killed by that wicked acid.”
“You’re seeing aliens in every corner of the woods this week, aren’t you?”
“I didn’t say it was a Horta, just that they’d done something like the Horta.”
“Uh huh.”
As we knelt there talking, the smoke lessened, making me realize how recently the hole had been created. I wondered how they’d done it. There wasn’t any rubble or other debris. Could they truly have incinerated the stone? Even then, wouldn’t there be ashes or some sort of residue? 
I crouched and shone my flashlight into the hole, but the curve a few feet down made it impossible to see far without crawling in.
“Should we...?” Simon waved to the hole.
I envisioned smacking into the two riders while they were on their way out. Somehow I doubted they’d built hiding spots into their little tunnel.
“We could wait for them to come out,” I suggested.
“What if they come out somewhere else? We’d be waiting a long time. Temi would get bored and hungry up there. She’d eat all of your little boxes of cereal, and you’d have to replenish your hiking supplies.”
“I don’t think pro athletes eat Fruity Hoops. The packets of almond butter might be in danger though.”
“There you go: a reason we should follow them.” Simon touched the walls again and must have decided his sandals were unlikely to melt off, for he stepped inside. If he was willing to lead, I supposed I could go after him...
He scooted forward in something between a crouch and a crawl. I stepped in after him, using my hands to keep from plopping onto my butt. The slick chute reminded me of one of those tubular playground slides. I imagined us both slipping, then caroming down the tunnel to dump onto the floor of a subterranean chamber, right at Eleriss’s feet.
A few feet ahead of me, Simon halted and turned off his flashlight. I turned off mine as well, though I kept my thumb on the switch. Stygian blackness surrounded us. I knew we were only a few meters below the surface, but the utter darkness made it feel like we were miles down with millions of tons of rocks overhead waiting to crush us, and that we had no hope of seeing daylight again.
Way to be melodramatic, Del, I told myself. I inhaled deeply, seeking a calm state, or at least a state that wasn’t tinged with claustrophobic panic. The damp mustiness of the caves filled my nostrils, along with whatever they’d used to burn through the rock—the scent reminded me of the chemical smells of the short-lived meth lab that had cropped up down the street from the dorms at school.
Before I could ask what Simon had seen or heard, the sound of voices floated up the passage. They were familiar voices speaking in that unfamiliar language.
“Back,” Simon whispered.
I was already scooting out of the hole. I moved slowly enough that I didn’t trip, but the darkness was as absolute at the top, and it disoriented me so I couldn’t remember the direction of the door. Simon brushed past me. He turned on his flashlight again, this time with a red lens over the bulb. It provided enough light to find the way to the doorway and the cavate entrance beyond, but it didn’t carry far. With luck, the men behind us wouldn’t catch up and see it.
We started to head back upriver, but hadn’t gone past more than two of the cavate openings when the voices grew clear and distinct behind us. Simon pulled me through one of the entrances and extinguished his light again. We patted our way to either side of the door, and I pressed my back against the wall. 
The voices continued on, calm and unhurried. I hoped that meant they hadn’t heard us.
I kept waiting for a lamp or flashlight to brighten the air outside of the cave. It didn’t. They couldn’t possibly be navigating the narrow ledge in the dark... could they? No, they must have night-vision goggles. Although didn’t those need some ambient light to work? 
Two splashes sounded right outside our cavate. I shouldn’t have peeked my head out—what exactly did I think I would see in the dark?—but some instinctual curiosity as to whether or not they’d fallen in prompted me to do so before my brain thought better of it. I saw one thing before jerking my head back, actually four things. Two violet eyes and two blue eyes. Glowing in the freaking dark. What the hell?
A pancake couldn’t have been pressed flatter to the wall than my back was. My heart pounded against my ribs, the image of those glowing eyes burned into my own retinas. They’d been out in the center of the river, the violet pair turned toward the blue pair as the men continued their conversation. Men. Was that the right word? I didn’t know why, but for some reason, glowing eyes disturbed me more than the idea of a monster. 
The voices faded until only the sound of running water remained. 
“So Simon,” I said, the pitch of my voice uneven, “what episode of Star Trek has aliens with eyes that glow in the dark?”
At that point, I wasn’t sure if I was joking or not. I’d never once entertained the idea of aliens or extraterrestrial influence for the weirdness of the monster—like I’d said, scientists were doing all sorts of funky things with gene manipulation these days—but this was different. Nobody was supposed to be making mutant people. Even if somewhere, some unscrupulous Dr. Frankenstein was, those guys appeared to be in their twenties. I sincerely doubted the technology had been that advanced more than two decades earlier. I tried to remember when the first sheep had been cloned. Back in the 90s sometime. But those riders weren’t clones. They were... what? I didn’t know. Genetically enhanced human beings? If they had see-in-the-dark eyes, who knew what else they might have? 
“Gary Mitchell’s eyes glowed silver in Where No Man Has Gone Before,” Simon said.
“What?” My mind had been zipping from thought to thought so quickly that I’d forgotten what I’d asked and it took me a moment to remember. 
“It was the second Star Trek pilot. Remember the one where the cast hadn’t yet been solidified? And they were down on that planet with the two officers who developed psionic powers? Their eyes glowed silver. I don’t remember if they were shown glowing in the dark ever, but uhm... why do you ask?”
“No particular reason.” My short laugh had a hysterical edge to it. I clasped my hand over my mouth to muffle the noise, afraid it would travel. Those two might not have noticed me sticking my head out, but they’d spot our duct tape rope when they got to the hole. I stiffened. Temi would still be up there, and they might not look kindly upon her after the fire extinguisher incident. “We better follow them.”
 



 
CHAPTER 14
 
The duct tape rope was gone.
“Not good,” Simon whispered.
Daylight still entered through the hole in the ceiling, but less of it than before. The sun must be dropping behind the trees up there. Even though I had no idea what those two... people had done down here, besides burning a hole into the rock, I was more than ready to get out of the forest. That would, however, prove difficult if we couldn’t escape the passage.
“Any idea how far the river flows before it pops above ground again?” Simon asked.
“Not until Wickenburg. And just in case you’re thinking of taking a swim, the odds of the ceiling remaining high with a breathable supply of air the whole way are not good.”
“No wonder this isn’t on that site for Arizona’s best tubing spots.”
I closed my eyes, trying to listen for voices up above. Several moments had passed since we’d last heard the words of Eleriss and Jakatra. After our brief encounters, it was strange to think of them by first name, but I couldn’t consider them normal human beings now, so calling them “men” seemed even odder.
“Temi?” I risked calling up. 
Somewhere high above a peregrine falcon screeched. I tried to decide if that was a bad omen or not. At least it wasn’t a vulture.
“Temi?” I called again, louder this time.
Simon sprang up, trying to touch the walls at the bottom of the hole. He didn’t come close, managing only to get both of us wetter.
“You jump like a geeky white guy,” I said.
“Yeah, there weren’t a lot of NBA teams scouting my high school.”
“Is this the high school you’ve mentioned before that had a hundred and fifty students?”
“That’s the one,” Simon said.
“Did it have a basketball team?”
“Of course. Football too. If we hadn’t had jocks, who do you think would have tormented me between classes?”
“The girls you tried to woo by quoting Star Trek episodes?”
“No, I would have been happy for such attention from them.”
When my calls didn’t produce a rope-dropping savior, I reluctantly uncoiled my whip. It was already wet from my trek through the river, and I didn’t have any confidence in my ability to crack it through a hole, much less get the popper to wrap around something up there, but I might as well try. It’d distract me from how cold my lower body was—not to mention the slimy something that had just brushed past my hip.
I prodded around with a foot, searching for a rock to stand on, something that would get more of my body out of the water. “Can you give me a boost?” I finally asked.
Simon eyed the whip dubiously. “Do you promise not to hit me?”
“I’ll try.”
“That wasn’t a yes, was it?”
“Sorry, this is going to be awkward. I might hit myself.”
“That doesn’t make me feel as good about being whipped as you’d think,” Simon said.
“I’m not even sure the hole is wide enough for what I plan. Boost, please.”
Simon grumbled under his breath but clasped his hands together to make a step for me. He sank down, hissing at the coldness of the water, so I could clamber from there to his shoulders. When he stood, I could reach the bottom of the hole. Too bad the stone was too slick to climb. At least I could brace myself with one hand.
I’d never tried to snap the whip directly over my head, and it took me a minute to find a position where I could send the thong through the hole. It took several more minutes to figure out a technique that would get the popper and the fall out of the hole up above. At last, the whip made a muted crack. Now if I could find something for it to latch onto... Unfortunately, our friends had cleared away all the foliage around the hole. But there’d been a stump a couple of feet up the bank. Maybe...
“Not to complain,” Simon said, “but every time you snap that thing, your clod-stompers grind into my shoulder.” 
“While I appreciate your uncomplaining support in holding me up, I feel compelled to—” I snapped the whip again, knowing it’d be luck and repetition rather than skill that wrapped it around the stump, if I managed the feat at all. “Compelled to point out that they’re running shoes. The heel isn’t hard.”
“It is when it’s under a hundred and—”
“Careful,” I said, as the whip, failing to grasp anything, tumbled back down to be coiled again. “I might forget our deal not to hit you.”
“Right.”
I snapped the whip again. This time, to my surprise, it didn’t flop limply back into our hole. It’d caught on something. I was about to give it a tug to see if it would support our weight, when someone up there finally spoke.
“That would be my ankle,” Temi said.
“Oops,” Simon said.
“Temi, is it safe up there?” I asked. “Can you lower our rope?” 
“Your rope was... incinerated. I’ll see if I can tie the whip to this stump.”
“Incinerated?” Simon asked.
I thought of the glowing eyes. What else could Eleriss and Jakatra do? I let go of the handle to give Temi some slack. 
“Can you reach it?” she asked a moment later.
“I can, though we’re going to have to think of something else to pull up Simon. He won’t be able to reach it. It seems he wasn’t on his high school basketball team.”
“Go ahead,” he said. “I have more tape in my pack. I’ll make another rope.”
“I hope duct tape is tax deductible.”
“Given that it’s being used in our pursuit of pictures of monsters that are going up on our webpage to make us advertising money, I should think so.”
“I’d love to be in the room when you explain that to the IRS auditor.”
“Hm,” Simon said, “maybe we’ll just categorize it under shipping supplies.”
Temi had finished tying the whip, so I grasped the handle. Even with its aid, the climb wasn’t easy. I struggled to pull myself up, hand-over-hand until I was high enough that I could thrust my feet against the walls to reduce the strain on my arms. Given how physical our workdays had been of late, Simon and I might have to add gym memberships to our tax deductions too.
“What happened up here?” I asked while Simon worked on Rope Number Two. “Did you have any warning that those guys were climbing out, or did they see you?”
“Your rope started smoking, then burst into flames,” she said. “I took that as a warning.”
“Er, I would too.”
“I rushed over there and hid.” Temi pointed toward a couple of thick-trunked trees growing from the bank. “I’d barely reached the spot when one climbed out, with the other right after.”
“Wait, they climbed out after they torched the rope?”
She nodded. “They seemed quite agile.”
My mind boggled at the idea. I’d barely made it out with the whip.
“One of them was carrying something too,” Temi said.
“Oh?” I hadn’t seen a thing in the dark down there, aside from those eyes.
“It was bundled up, but a handle or maybe a hilt stuck out of the end. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a sword.”
“A sword? What would that be doing down there? Nobody in North America had swords until the Spaniards showed up.” An image of an Aztec Macuahuitl came to mind, but that was more like a sharpened club than a sword.
“It can’t be a Spanish sword?” Temi asked.
“Well, I guess it could if the cavates aren’t as old as I thought. Or... I don’t know. They dug under the caves, didn’t they? For something buried... when? Before the cavates were dug? It’d make even less sense for a sword to be in there, then, don’t you think?” I was puzzled, but I was fascinated. I really wanted to talk to those riders again. And figure out a way to convince them to provide answers to my oodles of questions.
“I don’t even know what a cavate is,” Temi pointed out.
“My rope’s ready,” Simon called up. “Can someone catch it?”
“Yes,” Temi and I said together.
Something slapped the side of the hole, then splashed into the water below. “Oops, just a second. This is going to take a few tries.”
A distant roar sounded from farther up the valley. Motorcycles starting up. 
I grimaced. “Not that there was much room for maneuvering, but I wish we’d hidden Zelda.”
“We’ll have to hope they thought incinerating the rope was enough of a delaying tactic,” Temi said.
A wad of braided duct tape flopped out of the hole. I caught it before it could fall back in, then tied the end around the stump. “If they incinerated the van, Simon will be devastated.”
“I didn’t get the sense that they felt that... angry toward us,” Temi said.
“What gives you that idea?”
“I thought I was pretty quiet in moving toward my hiding spot, but they both looked toward my trees before they jogged off up the riverbed.” 
“They saw you?” I asked, then leaned over the hole. “You’re set, Simon.”
“Thanks, coming now,” he called up.
“I can’t be positive, but it seemed so,” Temi said. “After eyeing my hiding spot, they exchanged looks with each other. I thought their expressions were more... exasperated than murderous.”
“It’s true that I didn’t get a murderous vibe when I talked to the chatty one either,” I said. “Though I definitely don’t think we should consider them buddies.”
“Which one is the ‘chatty’ one?”
“Uh, the younger one. I guess I can’t be sure if he’s younger, but he seems more innocent. Less hard and chiseled. That’s Eleriss. Blue Eyes.”
Scuffs and pants drifted up from below. Simon was having as much fun with the climb as I’d had.
“What’s the other one’s name?” Temi asked. “He was more... striking.”
“Jakatra.”
Simon’s head popped up, then he stuck his hands out on either side of the hole. The worried crease on his brow didn’t seem to have anything to do with the climb. He was frowning at Temi, though she was gazing off in the direction the riders had gone. 
“Who’s striking?” Simon mouthed to me.
“It’s not important.” I stood and helped him the rest of the way out of the hole. Even if Temi thought Jakatra was a handsome cat, she’d reassess any attraction once she saw those eyes on a dark night. I shuddered. I told myself it was because of my soaking clothing, but I wasn’t certain that was the truth.
 



 
CHAPTER 15
 
By the time we made it back to the van, the sky had grown a few shades darker. The sight of Zelda’s blue paint filled me with relief. The van hadn’t been incinerated or otherwise demolished. So long as Eleriss and Jakatra hadn’t decided to pay us back with slashed tires...
Perhaps fearing the same thing, Simon jogged ahead. While he was doing a lap around the van, his gaze toward the tires, I noticed that the driver-side window had been rolled up. It had been down before, hadn’t it? Yes, and I’d cracked the one on the passenger side a few inches too. Now all of the windows were up.
“I think our friends may have visited the van again,” I said.
Simon followed my gaze to the windows, then he tried the side door. We’d locked it, but he opened it without needing a key. “I knew it! I’ve got those punks now!”
He jumped inside, his fists balled, then lunged for the corner where he kept the Dirt Viper. 
“Huh, it’s still here,” he said.
I climbed inside. “If they found their sword, they wouldn’t need a metal detector anymore.”
“Their sword?” Simon asked.
“You didn’t hear that part?”
“Must have been when I was grunting and straining to get out of that hole.”
“When they left, Temi saw them carrying a bundle she thought might be a sword,” I said. Temi had fallen behind on the jog back to the van, but she was limping out of the riverbed now. I gave her a wave, then turned the motion into a scratch of my jaw and peered around the van. “If the metal detector is here, what’s missing?”
“I’m... not sure. But I can find out.” Simon headed toward the front. “Could be they enjoyed the springiness of our seat cushions the last time they broke in and came in to rest their feet.”
“Yes, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been tempted to jump into random people’s cars to take a load off, if only I knew how to pick the locks.” 
Simon had left his MacBook on the dashboard, but he frowned when he got up there. It was upside down on the floor. “Weird.”
I sniffed. “Does the van smell like cleaning solution to you?”
“Now that you mention it... yes, which is odd. Because we don’t clean.” He picked up the computer and prodded a key, bringing the screen to life, though it brightened gradually instead of simply flashing on, like usual.
“Hey, I sweep out the bread crumbs now and then.”
Temi leaned inside. “Perhaps we should discuss this from the safety of town. It’s starting to get dark, and it took us a while to drive out here.”
“Good idea.” Even if the monster was twenty miles to the north, I didn’t relish the idea of navigating the tangle of unmarked forest service and logging roads in the dark. 
“Wait,” Simon said. “Let’s see what my camera footage caught.”
“You recorded the interior of the van?”
“Knowing those thieves were parked right up the gully? Of course, I did.” 
I gave him a quick look, wondering if it was “thieves” he’d hoped to catch footage of. Maybe he’d thought the monster would be out here and that the riders had been heading out to deal with it. And maybe his recording had less to do with getting me a language sample and more to do with catching that thing on video. 
Simon plopped into the passenger seat without meeting my gaze and brought up the webcam software. 
Temi looked at the woods, then climbed in and shut the door. “Can you drive, Delia?”
“Yes, if someone didn’t lose the keys in the river.” I poked Simon in the shoulder.
He was fast-forwarding through footage of the van’s interior. Without taking his focus from the screen, he fished the keys out of his pocket and handed them to me.
I didn’t get further than plugging the right one into the ignition when he said, “Ah ha!”
My curiosity got the best of me again, and I leaned over to watch. One figure in a black leather jacket hopped into the van, then the other followed. Jakatra carried the bundle Temi had mentioned. That did look like a sword hilt sticking out of the fabric wrapping. The camera had recorded the sound of them speaking, though it was hard to make out because they hadn’t been anywhere near the built-in microphone. But maybe with enough enhancement...
“What language is that?” Temi drew closer, tilting an ear toward the laptop.
“I haven’t figured it out yet,” I said, “but Simon’s going to save that video for me. With an mp3 of the audio, I bet I can find some language identification program out there to run it through.”
“Will do,” he said, his eyes still riveted to the playback.
The riders had gone directly to our storage cabinets, as if they knew exactly what they wanted. They must have taken the full tour on their previous visit. Eleriss pulled out a jug from under the sink. 
“That’s my rust remover,” I said. “What do they think our van is? Their private dispensary of field supplies?”
“Well, we are following them around,” Temi said.
While Eleriss read the directions on the back of the bottle, Jakatra unwrapped his bundle. Temi’s guess had been right. It was a sword in an ornamental scabbard. Huh. I’d been expecting a much more advanced weapon for monster slaying, something more like whatever they’d used to burn that hole in the rock. I leaned closer, trying to make out some of the runes trailing down the side, but the scabbard must have been buried for a long time. Rust coated it, and age had worn down the etchings. Even if it were in pristine condition, I doubted I could have made out much at that distance. 
Eleriss found a rag and applied some of the rust remover to the lip of the scabbard. It must have fused to the sword. A couple of minutes passed while they worked on the weapon. Eleriss glanced toward the camera—no, out the windshield behind it—a few times.
“That must be why they burned your rope,” Temi said. “They were worried we’d catch them here.”
I thought of the easy way Eleriss and Jakatra had kept us from escaping their hotel room. “I doubt they’re all that worried about us. Maybe they were concerned about something else out there, lurking in the trees. What do you think, Simon?”
His face didn’t give away anything, but there was a smirk in his tone when he said, “You never know.”
“Why would it be out here?” Temi asked, no hint of smirks or pleasure of any sort in her tone. Rather, it seemed to silently add, “And why would we be out here if we thought it would be?”
“Those two guys are linked to it somehow,” I said. “They can track it... and maybe it can track them.” I glanced at the closed windows—we hadn’t seen the riders roll them up, but that had to be coming. I wagered something more than mosquitos has prompted it. “Eleriss said they were looking for a way to kill the creature. What if that sword is it? And what if the monster knows and doesn’t want them to have it?”
“A sword?” Temi asked. “When police with rifles haven’t harmed it? And didn’t you shoot it with an arrow?”
“I shot at it. I’m still not sure I connected with it.” I wondered if Autumn had received my mail yet. Flagstaff was only a two-hour drive, so the post office should have delivered it in one night.
“Look.” Simon pointed at the screen.
Eleriss had lifted a hand, his head cocked. He rushed into the front seats, almost knocking the MacBook off the dashboard. He rolled up the windows. His comrade said something. As usual, the words meant nothing to me, but they sounded sarcastic.
They redoubled their efforts on the sword. Finally, they were able to pull it free. 
“Whoa,” Simon mumbled when it came out of its scabbard.
Not only was the blade inside free of rust, but it was glowing silver. 
“That’s... not normal,” Temi said.
“Uh, no,” I said. “Simon, got a Star Trek episode for this?”
“For glowing swords?” He shook his head. “I think we’ve moved out of science fiction and into RealmSaga.”
The silver illumination didn’t surprise Eleriss and Jakatra. They held the blade between them, touching and pointing and discussing. The sword was too far from the camera to make out any symbols or runes that might be running down its side—and the glow further obscured the details—but it was a long curving blade similar to a scimitar. But nothing about the design reminded me of the middle east where that type of sword had been popular with horse troops. Nothing about the design reminded me of anything. The back side of the blade had a handful of serrated teeth near the tip, not large enough that they should affect the balance of the blade, but they’d do some damage sinking into one’s flesh.
I groped for an explanation for glowing metal and couldn’t come up with anything besides radioactivity. Given that the sword had been in our van, I hoped that wasn’t the case. 
“Just like that giant coin in their hotel room,” Simon said.
The disk had been glowing gold instead of silver, but maybe both items came from the same culture. Whatever that was. I’d never read about anything like this in my archaeology books. This was either brand new technology to go along with our genetically engineered or otherwise enhanced friends or... I rubbed the side of my head, not ready to accept the notion of aliens and alien technology on Earth. Eleriss wiped off the rust remover jug and returned it to the cupboard. At least he was a conscientious alien. 
“There’s no such thing as magic, right?” Temi asked. 
Simon cupped his chin and said, “Hm,” neither agreeing nor refuting. 
“Enh,” I said, finding my new-technology and genetic engineering theories more plausible than magical swords. I didn’t follow the metallurgy world; for all I knew, there was a way to create luminescent alloys. 
On the video playback, a shadow moved across the back window, and I jumped a foot.
The riders spun toward it. They barked a few words at each other, then Eleriss thrust the sword into Jakatra’s hands and pointed at the door. That surprised me, because I’d taken the sterner of the pair as the leader. The stream of vitriolic words that flowed from Jakatra’s mouth needed no translation, but he opened the door and jumped outside regardless. 
A dark hulking form darted past a side window, moving with alarming speed for something so large. Though daylight remained outside the van, it had blurred by too quickly to distinguish details, and I had no better idea of what the monster looked like than I’d had before. 
Thrashing noises came from one side of the video pickup. Even though this had happened a half hour ago, I found myself leaning forward, my fingernails curling into my palms, as if I expected to help somehow. I didn’t know if it was concern for the riders or concern over the notion that the creature had been right here, practically in our vehicle, but my heart was racing.
Still inside the van, Eleriss opened his jacket flap and pulled out some kind of wooden baton, about six inches long. He flicked his wrist, and a serrated blade flipped out of the side, locking into place to make a wicked knife. He eyed the weapon and shook his head. Maybe it, like my bow, couldn’t harm the creature. His youthful face grim, Eleriss jumped out of the van after his comrade. He slid the door shut behind him, and both riders disappeared from our sight.
My fingers twitched toward the laptop, as if moving it now could change the way the camera had faced thirty minutes ago.
A shout, or maybe that was a cry of pain, sounded on the video. A screech followed, like metal on bone—or metal on claw. Something thudded against the van, shaking the camera. The motorcycle engines started up, the roar drowning out the other noises. The van quaked again, and the video blurred, then went dark. That must have been when the MacBook ended up on the floor. 
“Dang,” Simon said, “I would have mounted it to something if I’d known there’d be rambunctious happenings.”
Rambunctious happenings, what an understatement. I stepped out of the van to look around. The two motorcycles were gone, so Eleriss and Jakatra must have both escaped, but had they been injured? Had they injured the creature? And had it chased after them, or was it still in the area?
That last thought set my heart to pounding again, and I rotated three hundred and sixty degrees, peering into the trees on all sides. It was quiet out there and getting darker. We ought to leave ourselves, but I had to know what had happened.
I studied the grass and dirt around the van, searching for evidence of the battle. Now that I was looking, I had no trouble spotting it: trampled brush there, broken twigs there, a spraying of blood there, and footprints all over the place. In addition to the booted prints of the riders—I gulped—those of the monster marred the earth as well.
Though I hadn’t been thinking of it as a bear, somehow I’d expected a bearlike print. These were closer to wolf or dog tracks, though they were far larger than the prints of any canine I’d seen, and they were webbed between the digits, like duck feet. I moved to another print, thinking the first had been smeared somehow and that I was mistaken, but there were plenty of other examples.
“What is this thing? A mutant platypus that grew to huge proportions in the sewers of Phoenix? Or the radioactive waters of the nuclear power plant?” I snorted at the ridiculous notions. There were stories of strange aliens and bizarre critters in underground caverns in the Superstition Mountains east of the city. I didn’t recall any mention of web-footed monsters though.
“Given that it’s running around with people with glowing eyes and glowing swords, I think you can stop looking for a logical explanation,” Simon said from the doorway of the van.
“I guess you’re right.”
“Temi thinks we should get going.” Simon pointed to the passenger seat where she’d already staked out a spot, but he hopped out and started taking pictures of the footprints. With the lighting dimming, he’d have a hard time getting much. He finished quickly and hopped back inside.
I took a last look around, thinking I might spot some interesting or useful vestige of the fight, but the combatants had left nothing except their tracks. And their blood. 
I started. Blood.
“Just a sec,” I blurted and raced into the van, nearly knocking Simon over. I grabbed a spoon and a couple of plastic bags out of a cupboard, then ran back outside. I scooped up stained dirt from two different spots. I didn’t know whether the blood belonged to Eleriss, Jakatra, or the monster, but I bet a sample from any one of the three would go a long way toward helping solve some of these mysteries.
“Ready now,” I said, plopping into the driver’s seat.
When the key turned in the ignition, Simon let out an audible sigh of relief. Even though we hadn’t seen signs of sabotage on the video, he must have been worried about Zelda starting up. I understood the sentiment—I sure didn’t want to spend another night out here.
“I just hope we don’t run across that monster on the way back to town,” Temi muttered, her eyes toward the darkening sky.
 



 
CHAPTER 16
 
Sweat trickled down my ribcage as I gripped the steering wheel at ten and two, my posture and positioning so perfect my driver’s training instructor would have beamed. Zelda tilted and groaned as we maneuvered through the dry riverbed. Pebbles flew up, dinging the bottom of the van, and branches scraped at the exterior. The drive out seemed to be taking even longer than the drive in, or maybe the fading daylight made me extra conscious of the passing of time. I could handle maneuvering down one of the old forest service roads in the dark, but a riverbed? 
“Do you guys see that?” Simon pointed ahead and to the right.
With my focus toward the motorcycle tracks in front of our tires, I hadn’t seen anything in the woods. I wholeheartedly wanted there to be nothing out there to see.
“What?” Temi came to stand behind our seats.
“Something big and dark.”
I groaned. “I don’t want to encounter big and dark tonight. Or any night.”
“There it is again.” Simon tapped his finger on the window. “It’s loping along up in the trees, paralleling us.”
“Not chasing us?” Temi bent her head to peer toward the hillside.
“No, it’s ahead. See it?”
I wanted to keep my eyes on our route, but found myself glancing anyway. He was right. Something was running up there, though the trees and gloomy light made it hard to make out. 
“Can we go any faster?” Temi asked.
“I’d like to but—” We hit a rock and only my seatbelt kept me from pitching into Simon’s lap. “Yeah, that.”
“Keep driving,” Simon said. “I’ll keep an eye on it.”
Temi pointed. “There’s the road up ahead.” 
Good, though I wished it were the highway instead of the first of several winding dirt roads that would eventually lead us to a gravel road and then a paved road and then the highway... if I didn’t make a wrong turn. 
“It’s not veering in this direction, is it?” I asked, glancing to the right again when some branches moved.
“I don’t think so,” Simon said. “I bet it’s chasing the riders, but it’s fallen behind. Or maybe it was injured in the fight and lost time.”
With a lurch, the van climbed out of the riverbed and onto the road. Though deep ruts scoured the packed earth, I pressed the gas, wanting to put distance between us and that creature. Even if it wanted to catch the riders, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t happily take a few minutes out to kill us for sport—or dinner.
Too bad the road didn’t run straight. It curved, following the hilly terrain, and I couldn’t help but think that something running straight might catch up with us.
“Can you check the map, Simon? Make sure we’re going the right way?”
Paper rustled, and the overhead light came on. I was debating on turning the headlights from regular to high beam, not because it’d grown that difficult to see the road yet, but because I had a notion that a brighter forest would be a better forest at that moment.
The road straightened for a stretch. I leaned on the accelerator, my eyes on the distant bend. 
A dark figure leaped out of the trees in front of us.
“Look out!” Temi barked, even as I swerved.
It wasn’t enough. The front corner of the van struck the creature, and its huge black form smashed against the windshield. Glass snapped and cracks streaked through my line of sight. Then a clawed limb flailed toward me—clawed and webbed. I threw on the brakes. The creature rolled forward and away from us, but we’d come up on the bend. I couldn’t turn the wheel fast enough—our momentum hurled us off the side of the road. The dark form had disappeared, but a huge tree dominated the view through the windshield. 
Cursing, I swerved in the other direction, trying to get us back onto the road. The tree almost took off the driver-side mirror, but we missed it by an inch. I manhandled us back into our ruts and expected to see the creature lying in the dirt behind of us. But it was gone.
“It’s over there,” Simon blurted, pointing right again. “Go, go, it’s turning to come back.”
I found the accelerator and we surged forward, my grip on the wheel so fierce nothing would have pried off my hands. In the rearview mirror, the dark figure leaped onto the road, twisting in the air to land in a run—a run headed our way. Those webs didn’t slow it down on land at all. It raced along on four legs, loping like a wolf, albeit a torso-heavy version of one.
“It’s gaining on us.” Simon had twisted in his seat so he could see out the back. “Gotta go faster.”
We were heading toward another bend, and I dared not accelerate. It’d have no trouble catching us if we hurled the van into a ditch. But the image in the rearview mirror had doubled in size. Once we reached the highway, we could outrun it, but here, on these bumpy curving roads? 
“Are we getting close to our first turn?” I asked.
When Simon didn’t answer, I risked glancing over at him. The map was on the floor while he leaned halfway out the window, trying to take pictures of our monstrous pursuer.
“Are you kidding? Simon!”
“I’ll look.” Temi grabbed the map. 
As soon as we’d cleared the dangerous part of the curve, I leaned on the gas again. 
Simon yelped and caught the window frame to keep from falling out. He fumbled his phone and almost lost it. 
“I hear riding on the inside of the van is a good idea,” I yelled.
He slithered into the seat, his face ashen. 
“Take the left at the fork,” Temi said.
The creature continued to lope along behind us, but it wasn’t gaining ground. I risked a few more glances, trying to get a good view of its head—its face—but it’d grown too dark. It was a shadow moving behind us now, nothing more. I focused on a fresh crack in the windshield for a second. A heavy shadow.
I took the left and Temi directed me through two more turns. We lost sight of the creature after the second turn, but I didn’t let myself relax until we reached the paved blacktop of the highway. When the lights of town came into view, I could scarcely believe we’d made it out without a flat tire—or worse. The cracked windshield seemed a minor price to pay for coming face to face—or fender to face—with that creature again. 
“Anyone else think we should stay in the city from now on?” I asked as we drove past the Safeway on the south side of town.
“Yes,” Temi said. “A nice city on the East Coast preferably.” 
Simon was busy surfing through his latest photos. Wonderful.
 



 
CHAPTER 17
 
After a hot shower in Temi’s room at the Motel 6, I almost felt like a normal person again. I dressed in clean clothing and stepped out of the steamy bathroom, expecting to join a lively conversation on monsters, swords, and inhuman motorcycle riders. Instead Simon was hunkered on the floor in a corner, his MacBook balanced across his lap as he stole glances at Temi, who was lying on the bed reading a book. I laughed when I recognized the faded cover of Sex and the Single Girl. That would get Simon’s imagination going. I hoped the book represented a lack of other reading materials rather than an indicator of Temi’s usual tastes, but who was I to judge? I read books about vampires, werewolves, and modern-day magic-flinging druids for fun. Oh sure, I threw in a little Camus and Rand when people could see the covers, but my e-reader was full of paranormal smut. Though oddly this week, I hadn’t felt the need for fiction...
“Who’s next?” I waved toward the bathroom. When Simon didn’t move, I nudged him with a foot and made a point of sniffing. “What I meant to say is you’re next.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He shut the lid on the computer and stood up. “Recently washed people are so sanctimonious.”
He grabbed rumpled but clean clothing out of the canvas Trader Joe’s bag that passed for his suitcase and disappeared into the bathroom. I plopped down on the second of the room’s two double beds. Simon and I had plans to flip for it later.
“Thanks for letting us stay here tonight,” I told Temi. “I’m not feeling that safe in campgrounds, woods, tunnels, or any other outdoor abodes at the moment.” 
I wasn’t sure the Motel 6, with its large window overlooking the busiest street in town, was all that safe either, but there was always a chance a monster searching for us would get the wrong room. By now, I believed our “predator” was more interested in showing up where Eleriss and Jakatra were and had little to do with us, but one never knew.
“My posh abode is your posh abode,” Temi said. “Though you have to go to the front desk and pay an extra three bucks if you want wifi.”
“I’m sure Simon has already found a workaround for that.” I waved toward his Mac. 
I dug out my own laptop. It was time to do some research. I had blood to find a lab for, a sample of a weird foreign language that needed a program to analyze, and—
My phone bleeped. A message from Autumn flashed across the screen. Ah, I might have an answer to the smudge on my arrow too.
You say this came from an animal?
I texted her back: It came from... something ambulatory. Have you seen the news? About the Prescott killings? And the L.A. ones before?
Let’s talk. Where in Prescott are you staying?
Motel 6, Room 210. Did you drive down here? 
“We might have some more information on the creature,” I told Temi.
“I’m not sure I want any more information on it,” she said, “or to see it again. I don’t suppose you’d like to return to estate sales tomorrow? I think I can work up more interest for pawing through dusty boxes now.”
“Losing your enthusiasm for this diversion?” If I were smart, I’d lose my enthusiasm and suggest leaving town, but it would be hard to let go of all these clues without investigating them thoroughly. I wished the monster would disappear—or someone would figure out a way to kill it—so I could focus on the riders, their language, and their artifacts.
The phone bleeped again. Be there in twenty.
Thanks. After a moment I added, I don’t suppose you know a serologist in Prescott who can come too?
I didn’t get a response to that. Either Autumn was driving and couldn’t text or she had no idea how to respond to such a random request. I opened up my laptop to search for a language analysis program. I found something that could listen to digital files, but the price put it out of reach. I had a feeling I was going to have to send this off to someone in the linguistics department at ASU. I wished more of my old instructors and friends weren’t disgruntled with me. Still, I remembered a couple of professors who’d probably be so intrigued by the challenge that they’d forget their disappointment in my career choice. I needed Simon to make me that mp3 file first though.
“Don’t worry,” I told Temi. “This is temporary. Besides, I don’t think monster hunting would be a viable career. It takes a whole team of specialists to get anywhere.” Though technically the language sample wasn’t from the monster; it was from the... whatever our riders happened to be. “It is more interesting than what we usually deal with on a day-to-day basis, I admit. Though I’d never thought of our business as boring. Not like cataloguing rocks anyway.”
“Your friend—or is it boyfriend?—seems quite taken with the entrepreneurial potential in it all,” Temi said.
“He spoke to you?”
“No, but he was muttering over in his corner.”
“Ah. He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my best—I mean he’s a good friend.” 
I’d called Temi my “best friend” once. She shouldn’t be surprised if I didn’t any more, but I didn’t want her to think I was making a big deal about it. Not that she would. Erg, why was this awkward? “Simon and I have known each other for more than four years,” I went on. I tapped the wrist rest on my laptop and debated whether I should mention Simon’s interest in her. The shower was still running; maybe I should talk him up. 
“He is a little obsessed with making money, but his motivations are well-intentioned.” 
“Oh?” Temi asked, taking my bait. Maybe she sensed my awkwardness and need to shift the focus of the conversation.
“He grew up on the Makah reservation in Washington State. Not much in the way of jobs out there, so he didn’t have much as a kid. It’s hard to get him to admit it unless he’s been drinking, which he’s done twice since I’ve known him, but he hated it, the reservation, the rain, the isolation of the area, everything. He thinks it’s a betrayal to his family and his people to feel that way, but he couldn’t wait to escape for college, and he picked Arizona because it was the polar opposite of the Olympic Peninsula. He wants to find a way to help his people so his family doesn’t think he’s abandoned them, and because... Well, he has this older brother who is, according to him, the perfect son, the one their parents loved because he did well in school and sports, and was popular with his peers. He travels across the country for national dancing competitions and has won prize money and a lot of recognition for the family.”
“Dancing?” Temi asked. “I’m picturing those talent-seeking TV shows with snarky judges, but that must not be it.”
I grinned at the notion of some Native American version of So You Think You Can Dance, but shook my head. “No, I don’t think they’re televised unless it’s on PBS. They’re powwows basically, where people from all different tribes compete doing traditional dances. I saw the one at ASU last year. They’re quite vigorous dances, especially the men’s, so it’s like an athletic competition.”
Temi nodded, though she still seemed to be trying to imagine the setup. I’d have to find some online videos to show her.
“Anyway,” I said, “the brother is the star in the family, and Simon has always been—” the sound of the shower water disappeared, so I lowered my voice, “—a little jealous. He wants to become a successful businessman to give back to his people and figure out a way to create some good jobs out there. I’m sure he wants to show up his brother, too, but I gather he truly does care about what goes on back there, even if he can’t imagine himself living there again.”
Temi offered another nod. I couldn’t decide if I’d helped Simon’s case or not. For all I knew, she was imagining this athletic brother now.
A knock came at the door. Even though I was expecting Autumn, I leaped off the bed, ready to fight or flee—probably flee. I noticed Temi watching me. She hadn’t twitched.
“Charlie horse,” I said and shook my leg for good effect, then walked to the door. 
Autumn Ingalls waited outside, her fist propped on her hip, her blue-dyed hair gathered into twin pigtails that stuck out to either side. Her eyeliner was a matching shade of blue. She’d added another piercing to one of her ears since the last time I’d seen her, this bringing the total to seven on that side. The other held a mere three, though the adjacent eyebrow balanced things out with a piercing of its own, a barbell with blue balls. 
“What do you think a serologist has that I don’t?” Autumn demanded.
“Uhm, a microscope?” 
Autumn picked up a black case. “Like this one?”
“I apologize. I didn’t know you’d added forensics to your repertoire.”
“Historical forensics, that’s what archaeology is. Besides anyone can run a blood test.”
“I have a feeling this blood isn’t going to be typical.” I stood back extending a hand. “Come on in though. That’s my friend Temi, and Simon is naked in the shower. If you walk in on him, it’ll be just like old times.”
Autumn snorted. “He wishes.”
At Temi’s raised eyebrows, I explained, “Early morning bathroom incident when Autumn and I were roommates and Simon crashed on the couch one night.”
“Without warning.” Autumn walked inside and laid her case on top of the TV stand. “I’ll look at your blood in a minute, but let me show you your slide first. You say that came off a living creature?”
“I’m pretty sure I hit it. Unless it turned out to be a leaf or branch, in which case I’ll apologize for wasting your time.”
“How about a plastic bottle?” Autumn asked.
“I’m quite sure I didn’t hit anyone’s diet cola.”
“If you say so.”
I hovered while she set up the compact microscope. Simon strolled out of the bathroom wearing his black Inigo Montoya T-shirt.
“Hey, Autumn.” 
“Hey, Butthead,” she responded without looking up.
Simon nodded to me. “I remember her now.”
“What did you mean when you said plastic bottle?” I asked Autumn.
“Look for yourself.” She pushed the microscope in my direction.
I peered through the eyepiece. The light below the slide illuminated a patch of entangled strands that reminded me of a bowl of spaghetti noodles. “This was on my arrow?”
“Yup. It’s plastic. There were a couple of crystalline structures too that I identified as salt.”
I remembered the times I’d been close enough to smell the creature and the whiffs of the sea that had accompanied it.
Simon grabbed a Mountain Dew out of the cooler he’d brought in and sat on the end of the bed. “We’ve seen it up close now. I didn’t see anything that looked nonorganic about it, unless its weird black skin is plastic.”
“Its eyes seemed oily,” I said. “Iridescent anyway.” 
“Plastic is of course made from crude oil,” Autumn said, “but what you see on the slide represents a final-stage polymer. There shouldn’t have been any hint of its oily origins about it.” 
“Is there any way to tell if it’s...” Alien, I wanted to say, but Autumn hadn’t seen all the strange things we had, and she’d think I’d gone nuts if I asked that. She was one of my few college friends still talking to me—I didn’t want to scare her away. “Is there any way to see what kind of plastic it is, where it might have originated?”
“Enh, it’s pretty common.” Autumn grabbed Simon’s bottle of Mountain Dew. 
“Hey,” he protested.
Autumn pulled scissors out of her case and cut into the top.
Simon folded his arms over his chest. “I was still drinking that.” 
“Now you have another hole to put your lips on.” Autumn handed the bottle back to him, then dug out an empty slide.
Simon accepted his bottle, but he glowered at it. “There are too many girls working on this team now. I need to recruit some men.”
“Maybe Eleriss and Jakatra would like to join you,” I said.
“Real men don’t have glowing eyes. No thanks.”
“What?” Autumn asked.
“We’ll explain later.” I waved for her to finish poking around with the scissors and drop a coverslip onto her slide.
“That should prove interesting,” she said, then placed her new specimen under the lens. She checked it, nodded, then gestured for me to take a look.
Something very similar to the first sample lay beneath my eyes. “So, I’m either mistaken and my arrow lodged in a soda bottle, or our monster is made out of Mountain Dew?”
“Was the arrow lying on the ground when you found it?” Autumn asked. “Or did you pull it out of something?”
“Someone handed it to me, and he didn’t say. It was over in the woods though, not sticking out of someone’s refrigerator, I’m sure of that.”
“Is it possible this... creature—” Autumn’s pierced eyebrow twitched, “—you’ve told me about is wearing some kind of armor or outer layer?”
I ignored the skepticism inherent in that eyebrow twitch—if she’d read the newspapers and learned about the grisly slayings, she shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the idea of a genuine monster. “As in plastic chain mail? No, like Simon said, we’ve had a pretty good look at it now.”
“Technically,” Temi said, “is it a good look if it’s bouncing off the windshield of your van when you see it?”
“I saw it fine in the rear view mirror when it was chasing after us,” I said.
Autumn looked at each of us in turn, probably wondering if we were messing with her. 
I held up one of my bags of stained dirt. “Here’s that blood sample if you want to take a look.”
“I believe I would.” Autumn accepted the bag and held it up to her eyes. “This is from the creature?”
“We’re not sure,” I said. “It might be from the interesting men we’ve been following.”
“I’ll check for blood type then. I can’t run a DNA test with this simple setup—” she tapped her case, “—but I ought to be able to tell a few things. This’ll be easy compared to trying to dredge up clues in thousand-year-old blood samples.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” I muttered.
After all the weirdness we’d witnessed, I’d be shocked if quirky things didn’t show up in Eleriss’s and Jakatra’s blood. Maybe they’d have phosphorescent cells to match their glow-in-the-dark eyes. Or maybe their blood would be full of nanorobots. Maybe the blood would shoot out rays and blow up our microscope to punish us for looking at it. 
I yawned and rubbed my eye. What a week.
“I’m going to do some research of my own.” Simon moved his MacBook to the desk. “I keep forgetting to check on something obvious.”
“Which is?” I asked.
“Where those motorcycles came from.” 
Right, we’d recorded the license plate numbers on the first day. “Montana, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, but who are they registered to? Eleriss and Jakatra Something-or-other? Or Butch and Bruno from Kalispell, men who have been missing for the last month?”
“That would be interesting to know, but that information isn’t publicly available on the Internet, is it?”
“Not publicly,” Simon agreed with a small smile.
“Am I going to have FBI agents knocking down the door of my hotel room?” Temi asked.
“I think the nearest FBI office is in Phoenix. We’re probably safe for a while.”
“They’ll never know I was there,” Simon murmured, his face toward the screen, his fingers dancing over the keyboard.
“Uh huh.” I pointed at his MacBook. “When you’re done hacking the DMV, would you mind making an mp3 of that video footage? I’m going to try and get one of my old linguistics professors to run an analysis of it.”
“‘kay,” Simon said without glancing up. I’d probably have to ask him a few more times.
With nothing better to do, I watched Autumn mix a couple of solutions for the blood test. Temi was still sitting on the bed, the book in her lap, her bad leg stretched out before her. She looked like she wasn’t sure if she should be helping somehow. I thought about telling her that the hotel room was help enough and greatly appreciated, but Autumn drew my attention with a hmm noise.
“Find something?” I asked.
“I can tell you that this blood isn’t human, ape, chimpanzee, gorilla, or bonobo.”
“Not bonobo? You’re sure?”
Autumn gave me an amused look.
“I’m guessing those are all the mammals that share the ABO blood group?” I said.
“That’s right. I don’t have the solutions to test for anything else with me. You should have told me you wanted animal blood testing done before I left home.”
“We didn’t have the blood two hours ago.” I thought of the webbed and clawed tracks. “I’m not sure this stuff is going to match up with any normal animals either.”
“You could run it to a vet’s office in the morning anyway,” Autumn said. “They could check for canine and feline, maybe equine and bovine too. Of course, I could take it down to U of A and have my friend run it through their DNA sequencer, but I don’t want to drive all the way down there tonight.”
“I was surprised you came down from Flagstaff as it is.”
“I wanted some sweet potato fries and figured you’d buy if I did.” Autumn winked.
“Ah. I guess that can be arranged.” Maybe the cafe would be more populated this evening, and town in general. I needed to find time to go around trying to sell some of the goodies we had in the van—before something threw a rock through the window and damaged everything. The sale of the antique coffee grinder wasn’t going to keep us in the black for long. “I’d love to see the results of a DNA test though, if you’re up for a road trip tomorrow. It’s Saturday—you’ll be off right?”
“Yes, and I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than run errands for you.”
“Judging from the sarcastic tone of voice, I better be ready to pony up a burger as well as fries,” I said.
“And some beer too. Though I admit you’ve got me curious as to what this came from too. I’m going to be irked if you dragged me down here to analyze squirrel blood.”
“We didn’t drag you down here, you came,” I pointed out. “But I promise it’s not squirrel blood.”
“Would a police crime lab have the ability to run a DNA test?” Temi asked. “Maybe there’s one of those in town.”
Autumn gave her an are-you-stupid look. “Crime labs do basic forensic DNA typing by comparing a sample of bodily fluid to the DNA profiles of people in the government’s database. They look at less than point one percent of the genome. Basically they have the ability to compare genetic fingerprints. Of human beings.” She held up the slide. “I’ve already told you this isn’t human blood. Unless your local vet can come up with an obvious answer, we’ll need to run a full genome sequencing to figure out what dropped this. If there is some kind of Franken-monster out there, that’s the only way we’ll get an idea of what genetic material was used as the base.”
“I see.” The set of Temi’s jaw suggested she wouldn’t have minded the information without the condescending tone.
I gave her an apologetic wave. Autumn had always been brusque and not particularly interested in bothering with social niceties, but she also didn’t care about my unique new career choice. 
“I’ll definitely be curious to find out that information,” I said, trying to steer the attention away from Temi. “I’ll be even more curious to find out if this blood belongs to the creature or the interesting men I mentioned.”
“Your interesting men aren’t human?” Autumn asked.
“I... don’t know.”
“They’re a little too pretty to be bonobos too,” Simon said, surprising me by chiming in.
“Got my mp3 sample yet?” I asked him.
“No, but I have the information on those plates.”
“Butch and Bruno?”
“Elizabeth and Maude Somersett from Deer Lodge, Montana,” Simon said.
“Are those lovers or sisters?” Autumn asked. 
“The DMV records didn’t mention it, though the Silver State Post does have a blurb on the theft of the ladies’ motorcycles. Apparently, they’re retired grandmothers whose hobbies include crocheting, running a book club, and cruising through the Rockies on their bikes.”
I wasn’t sure what made me scratch my head more, the idea of grannies on Harleys or the idea of our interesting men stealing Harleys from grannies.
“There’s one way we could find out whose blood it is,” Temi said.
“Go ask?” Simon suggested.
Temi nodded. “We could visit their hotel room and see if they’d like to join us for pizza. If one of them is wearing a bandage or limping, we’ll have a good idea that it was their blood.”
Simon checked his phone. “The tracking device is back outside the Vendome.”
“Tracking device?” Autumn mouthed.
“I believe the rules of stalking say that you’re not supposed to actually let your target know you’re stalking them,” I told Temi. “Asking them out to pizza might give us away.”
“Perhaps so,” she said, “but it would give us a chance to talk to them instead of simply guessing as to their plans and motivations.”
“I didn’t know you’d developed that much of an interest in their plans and motivations,” I said. “Or is this only since you decided the older one is striking?”
“Of course not.” With her dark skin, it was hard to tell when she was blushing, but she did avoid my eyes when she spoke.
Simon craned his neck around to frown in Temi’s direction.
Lovely. My best friend had a crush on a former pro tennis player, and a former pro tennis player had a crush on an alien. When had my life gotten so odd?
A firm, crisp knock sounded on the door. We all looked at each other. 
“Any chance someone ordered a pizza?” I asked. 
Three people shook their heads. The curtains were closed, so we couldn’t see outside without alerting our knockers, but I hesitated to hustle over to answer the door. We weren’t expecting anyone, and at this point, I couldn’t imagine anything good finding us.
Temi slid off the bed and headed for the door.
I nudged Simon. “As the man in the room, don’t you think you should go help her?”
“How?” he whispered.
“You could loom threateningly at her shoulder.”
“She’s taller than I am. I don’t think it’s possible to loom threateningly from under a woman’s armpit.”
Temi fastened the chain, then opened the door the couple of inches it allowed. “Yes?” she asked.
I shifted from foot to foot. Short of jumping up on the bed, I couldn’t see past her to who stood out there. Nor could I hear enough of the soft-spoken voice on the other side of the door to guess at the owner’s identity. I scooted forward, thinking that I wasn’t beneath peering underneath her armpit, but she said, “I’ll check,” and closed the door.
“Who is it?” I asked.
“Our interesting men,” Temi said.
“Do they want to punch, strangle, pummel, or otherwise maim us for following them today?” Simon asked.
“No.” Temi gave him a curious look. “They want to hire you.”
 



 
CHAPTER 18
 
“Erp?” Simon said.
I didn’t say anything, but my response would have been similar. I stared around the bland hotel room, wondering if this was a trick and if we should all be fleeing, but there wasn’t anywhere to go. The bathroom lacked a window. There wasn’t even a closet with proper doors one could hide behind. I hadn’t peeked under the southwest-print bedspreads yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the frames were too low to hide beneath.
For some reason, everyone’s gaze turned toward me. Was I in charge here? We hadn’t decided how much of the business Temi would control yet, but Simon and I were equal partners. Surely we should share such big decisions as whether or not a door should be opened. Autumn waited with her back to the wall, her elbow propped on the television stand. She had the look of someone wishing she had a bowl of popcorn to enjoy while she watched the entertainment.
“Let’s see what they want,” I said.
Temi unchained the door and opened it.
Eleriss and Jakatra, still wearing the same black leather and the same wool caps, stepped inside. 
“Good evening,” I said cheerfully—it seemed like a good way to greet people one had been stalking of late. “Can we assist you?”
The riders exchanged long looks, and I sensed there’d been an argument or two as to whether they should come here. Jakatra took a single step to the side of the door, putting his back to the wall, and crossed his arms over his chest. His sleeve shifted enough that a hint of something white came into view. A bandage encircling his wrist? My breath caught. If that was his blood sample and not the monster’s... Dear Lord, they weren’t human, not at all. Even a genetically modified human ought to have A, B, or O blood, right? I glanced at Autumn, but she shrugged, probably not understanding my unspoken question. She hadn’t seen enough, didn’t know all that had happened.
Calm down, I told myself. Just because he was bandaged didn’t mean that had been his blood I collected. The monster might have been wounded too. Except the monster was apparently made of plastic...
Eleriss stepped forward and smiled at us. “Greetings,” he said in the same tone of voice I’d used. “It is unfortunate that you did not leave to go to your Alaska. Further, by following us, you’ve exposed yourself to great dangers.”
I flicked a hand. “Danger is our middle name.” 
I didn’t feel the casualness I feigned, but putting up a brave facade seemed important. I wasn’t sure why. It was clear from Eleriss’s curious head tilt that he wasn’t familiar with the expression. He was probably trying to figure out how we’d all come to have the same middle names. 
“How did you find us in the forest?” Eleriss asked. He didn’t seem angry or irritated, merely curious. Mr. Stony and Silent by the door was another matter. Jakatra appeared irked by the entire situation. 
“You first. How’d you find us here?” I gestured toward the hotel room.
“You have our blood,” Eleriss said, as if that explained everything.
Jakatra hissed something to him in his own tongue. A troubled expression flashed across Eleriss’s face, but he shrugged and dismissed the comment.
“This is your blood?” Autumn asked, losing her I’m-just-here-for-the-entertainment mien. She flicked her thumb toward the microscope. “From your veins?”
Eleriss stared down at his wrists thoughtfully. Jakatra stalked past him to the television stand, his face hard and cold. I’d always considered Autumn a tough girl, but she shrank back at his approach. He removed the slide from the microscope, pocketed it, and stared at her, as if to ask if she meant to battle him for it. 
Eleriss spread his arms in a gesture that he might have intended to be placating, but he got it wrong, with his palms toward the carpet and his fingers curled. “It is blood that belongs to us,” he said, “and we can find it when it goes missing.”
“What?” Simon mouthed.
“I think they’re bad liars,” I said sotto voce, then raised my voice for Eleriss. “You said you wanted to hire us?”
He nodded firmly and looked relieved to have the blood topic dropped. “You said you are good at research and locating things. We have witnessed that you located us more than once.”
“Yes,” I said carefully. No need to mention the tracking device. As far as I knew, it was still on one of their motorcycles. I’d swat Simon later for not checking in every five minutes to see if those guys were leaving their hotel to cross town and stroll up the stairs to our room.
“We are,” Simon said brightly. “What do you want to hire us to find? And in what currency will you be paying us? I only ask because we’ve learned that your motorcycles aren’t legally yours. Do you have money?”
I winced. I hadn’t been a business owner for long, but I had a feeling it wasn’t a good practice to accuse one’s potential clients of being thieves, even if it happened to be true in this case.
“We wish for you to locate a cavern near this population center,” Eleriss said. “It is deep beneath the ground and may not have been breeched for several hundred years.”
“Near this population center?” Autumn asked. “As in Prescott? You expect them to do an electrical resistance survey of fifty square miles? That’d take a lifetime.”
“Simon has developed some software that taps into the satellite system for remote sensing applications,” I told her. “It might not find an old midden beside a buried building, but it’s good for finding caves and mines. No need to wander around sticking probes in the ground.”
Autumn fiddled with the hoop earring dangling from one of her lobes. “Tapping into the satellite system? Is that... legal? For private citizens?”
“Of course,” Simon said with one of his innocent Coyote smiles.
“This means you may be able to assist us?” Eleriss asked.
“Yes,” Simon said at the same time as I uttered a, “Maybe.”
Simon drove on, adding, “I like a challenge. We do need to discuss payment however, and you’ll need to share any information you might have on depth and location. Do you anticipate an entrance in the hills somewhere? Or is it closed off?”
“We have ascertained that there is not an accessible opening,” Eleriss said. “One will have to be made.”
I thought of the tunnel they’d melted into the solid rock of that cavate. “How far can you excavate to reach an underground chamber?” I wondered if there was any way they’d show me whatever tool they’d used to create that passage. Whatever it was, it must be compact enough that they were able to carry it on their motorcycles. Such a device would be a hit in the world of archaeology, not to mention all the practical applications for miners and engineers.
“As deep as we need,” Eleriss said. “We do not require your assistance in that area. We only seek the location of the cavern. Our historical records tell us that there are several miles of passages with at least three larger chambers.”
“Several miles?” Autumn asked. “I didn’t think there were caves in this part of Arizona.”
“We didn’t either,” I said.
“I’ll find it,” Simon told Eleriss. “Now, about that payment...”
Eleriss slid a hand into his jacket and pulled out an octagon-shaped coin with runes on both sides. “I understand gold is no longer used for currency in your world, but that it retains intrinsic value, is that right?”
Simon’s eyes lit up. An ounce of gold was a generous finder’s fee under any circumstances, but if the coin had a numismatic value, it might be worth even more than the melt price. It’d also be another clue, one that we could carry around with us, as to these people’s origins. Funky blood or not, I wasn’t ready to accept that they, and their language and devices, might not be from Earth. That would be too... farfetched and weird. We might yet find a rational explanation for them.
“Gold’s all right,” Simon said, waving a dismissive hand. “If that’s all you’ve got.”
“One ounce now.” Eleriss laid the coin on the table, the desk lamp highlighting its luster, along with the long elegant fingers of his hand. “One ounce when you have the location of the cavern for us.” He started to step back, but paused, his gaze snagging on Simon’s T-shirt.
I frowned, doubting he’d recognize the movie reference for the “You killed my father, prepare to die” quotation on the chest. Indeed Eleriss’s uncertain glance at Jakatra made me think he was wondering if he needed to draw weapons. Of course, they’d subdued us just fine without weapons before...
“Two ounces,” Simon said, oblivious to his T-shirt and the look, “and we get to go with you to the cave.”
“No,” Jakatra barked.
Eleriss stepped away from Simon and lifted a hand toward his comrade. “We will pay you two ounces if you can locate this cavern for us, but that is all. We must travel alone when we visit it.”
“Then how do we know we’re not helping you set up some subterranean evil overlord lair from whence to launch nuclear weapons or rockets full of biological toxins?” Simon asked.
I tried to get his attention and wave for him to let go of his barter demands—as long as that tracking device was in tact, we could follow them again. Admittedly, an invitation and a guide would be nicer than trailing after them and worrying about being noticed or eaten by monsters roaming the area. But maybe we could wheedle our way into their exploration gig after we’d proven our worth to them.
“Nuclear... weapons?” Eleriss asked. 
“We’ve seen your glowing sword. How do we know if you’re trying to help the city or if you’ve got something nasty planned?”
Jakatra’s violet eyes closed to slits. He whispered something to Eleriss. I wanted so much to know what that language was—I’d send the sample file off for analysis as soon as they left. 
“It is not unacceptable,” Eleriss said to Jakatra, though he made a point to speak in English. “They are merely demonstrating that they are crafty and that we were right to come here.”
Nothing on Jakatra’s sour face suggested agreement. He raked us all with a gaze that doubtlessly meant he believed us about as crafty as domestic turkeys. 
“For now, I can offer only our preliminary payment.” Eleriss pointed at the coin. “If your research is successful, we can negotiate over the information.”
Jakatra’s lips tightened. I wasn’t sure if it was a sign of displeasure or a sign that he looked forward to negotiating the information out of us with his fists—or perhaps with his new sword. Either way, I plucked up the coin before Simon could object and said, “We accept.”
Eleriss inclined his torso in something resembling a bow. Jakatra stalked outside without another word or gesture. 
“Can’t we follow them on our own?” I asked Simon once the door had shut. “What was all that angling to go along about?”
“Because—” Simon held up his phone, his expression glum, “—according to my tracker, they never left the Vendome. They must have found it and tossed it into a pile of dog poo.”
“Not necessarily,” Temi said. She’d pushed the curtain aside to watch the retreating riders. “They’re walking to the street. It doesn’t look like they brought their motorcycles.”
“Oh.” Simon brightened. “Well, so long as these caverns aren’t within walking distance, we may be able to follow them after all.”
“Am I the only one here who doesn’t know what’s going on?” Autumn asked. “And who’s now missing a slide?”
“More or less,” I said. “But I have another baggie of blood and dirt in the van if you want to make up another slide. Or take it for that DNA analysis.”
“Unless they already found it,” Simon said. “They do like to make themselves at home in our van.”
“It’s in the fridge.”
Simon’s eyebrow quirked up. “Thus insulating it from extrasensory blood-tracking abilities?”
“Well. It’s buried behind cans of Mountain Dew and sticky jars of strawberry jam. That ought to insulate it from... something.”
“Health conscious thieves?” Temi murmured.
“I don’t know.” I waved away the all-too-legitimate objections and told Autumn, “I can go check if you want it.”
“The closest DNA sequencer that I know of is at U of A,” she said.
“Know anybody there that will let you use it?”
“Maybe, but you’re not sending me off on another errand without feeding me first, are you?” 
“I think we can afford to buy you those fries now. Maybe even a glass of wine.” I smiled and nodded toward the coin, though I planned to run extensive image searches before handing it over to a dealer. “We’ll explain a few things over dinner too,” I added. Given that Autumn had access to a lab, she’d be good to have on the team. 
“Lots of patrol cars cruising the street,” Temi said from the window.
“I hope that monster stays in the woods tonight and doesn’t harass us or anyone else,” I said. “We have a lot of research to do.”
“Sounds... stimulating,” Temi said.
“Hey, you wanted to join us,” I said. “It can’t be all spelunking and monster battles.”
“Oh, I know that,” she said. “I’m just not certain how I can be of assistance in the research arena.”
“Don’t worry about it. We’ll handle the research, and you sling the fire extinguishers.”
“So I’m your heavy?”
“You’re tall enough for it.” I grinned. “We can set you up with a RealmSaga character in case you get bored.”
“Yes,” Simon said with an enthusiastic snap of his fingers. “What are your thoughts on playing healers?”
 



 
CHAPTER 19
 
The doors at the downtown library were locked. I checked the time on my phone. The building should have opened a few minutes ago. 
“Why do I have a feeling the library is on Monster Holiday?” I asked.
“Because we haven’t seen a soul since we left the hotel?” Simon asked.
“I wonder if something else vile happened last night.” I took out my phone to check the news from the local papers. After the previous day’s over-stimulating events, I’d slept like a fossil buried in sediment twenty feet deep. If strange predators wearing plastic armor had terrorized the city, I hadn’t heard it.
Simon removed his computer bag and plopped down with his back to the front door. He pulled out his MacBook and propped it on his thighs. He was only wearing jeans, a long-sleeve T-shirt, and of course his white socks and sandals. The morning sun had little warmth, and I could think of more appealing places to do research, but maybe he believed someone would be by with the keys eventually. He’d wanted to find big paper maps of the area that he could spread out on a table. While everything was online these days, there were times when real maps were nicer to deal with. But if we weren’t going to be able to get in...
I glanced at the street. Temi had driven off in her Jag to get us some breakfast from an organic grocery store she’d recommended and to drop Autumn off at a veterinary office that handled livestock as well as pets. I felt bad sending her on errands, but she hadn’t been confident in her ability to help us research. I thought she was selling herself short—just because she hadn’t finished school didn’t mean she wasn’t bright—but if she was more comfortable helping in other ways, that was fine. If nothing else, I knew we’d get something superior to peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for our morning meal.
“Nobody turned off their router for the night,” Simon said. “We’ve got good wifi here.”
I finished scanning the Daily Courier’s latest entries. “Did you check your tracker this morning? If our new friends are still at the Vendome, they might have had a difficult night.”
“I forgot. I didn’t think they’d go anywhere interesting until they heard back from us.” Simon dug out his phone. “What happened?”
“Rabid Bear Slays Four at Historic Prescott Hotel,” I read the headline aloud. 
“The Vendome?” Simon asked.
“The Vendome. The front door was torn from its hinges, the carpet and furniture shredded on the first floor, and three doors on the second floor bashed in. Those doors were on the street side of the hotel. A businessman was killed in his bed in one room and a couple of tourists in another. The bodies were mauled horribly, two with the heads decapitated. None of the eyewitnesses saw more than a black blur, though most people were busy fleeing the hotel, some through their second-story windows, when the screams started. The police say it was the same animal that attacked the campground. Residents are being told to stay inside until its been found and brought down.”
“It sounds like staying inside didn’t work out well for the people in the hotel,” Simon said.
“Yeah.”
“The street side of the hotel on the second floor, you said?”
I nodded. “The article doesn’t specifically say that corner room was targeted, but I think we can assume the creature was looking for our friends.”
“And the sword that can supposedly damage it, though it doesn’t seem like anyone has drawn blood from it yet. Unless...” Simon drummed his fingers on his laptop. “Unless it doesn’t have blood.” 
“Because it’s made from Mountain Dew bottles?”
“Well, all the evidence points to it being something weird. And we didn’t see that fight. We don’t know for sure that it wasn’t injured.”
“It couldn’t have been too injured if it was tearing through the forest, flinging itself at innocent people’s vans,” I said.
“True, but Eleriss and Jakatra must have driven it back somehow to buy themselves time to jump on their bikes and get away.”
I flicked my hand to concede the point.
“They’ve moved,” Simon said, eyeing his tracking app. “They’re at... let me switch to the better map and check that street. They moved to the Best Western. Just up the street from our Motel 6.”
“How wonderful.” It was a good thing last night’s sleep had been peaceful, because tonight’s might be less serene. “They must have decided it’d be less reprehensible to invite monsters to destroy chain hotels rather than historic buildings.”
“Yeah, I wonder why they’re staying in one place at all if they know they’re being hunted. They could sleep during the day and drive around at night to avoid the predator.”
I shrugged. “Whatever logic is guiding those two, I don’t think it’ll end up making a lot of sense to us.”
“I also wonder what it is they’re still looking for. Maybe they only have half of their weapon, or it’s missing some key part that will make it more powerful. Otherwise, why would they be searching for another cave? Something else that they need is here in Prescott.”
“You better find their cave for them then.”
“Yes, yes.” Simon tapped on the keyboard. “I’m on it.”
I sat down beside him and pulled out my own computer. A breeze whispered down the empty street, pushing orange and brown leaves before it. Even though I’d grabbed a jacket that morning, the cold from the cement soon seeped through my jeans. I hoped the sun would rise over the buildings and warm our spot soon, especially if no one showed up to open the library.
Simon had finally uploaded the voice file to our server, so I sent the link off to the linguistics professor I had in mind. Next I pulled up local maps to see if I could help identify potential cave spots. Simon’s software was good, but we’d need to narrow down the search area or it’d take a year to cover all the ground around Prescott. 
“We’re looking for limestone caverns, right?” he asked.
“Must be. There are lava tubes up around Flagstaff, but I don’t think there was any volcanic activity this far south.” Of course, I hadn’t thought there were any significant caves in these mountains. I ran a quick search for limestone quarries and came up with a hit. “Yeah, it looks like there are deposits around.”
“And limestone caves are formed by water,” Simon mused, his fingers tapping across his keyboard.
“Yes, they’re usually just below the water table. We’ve got the Prescott and Chino aquifers around here. Those might be likely spots.” I ran a search to find the exact locations of the subterranean water supplies.
“Anything right under town or in the farmlands would be unlikely,” Simon mused. “Especially if the caverns are as big as those guys think. People would have found them when they were drilling for wells.”
“Hm. The Prescott aquifer is to the north-northeast of Prescott and northwest of Prescott Valley. This map isn’t very good, but it looks like the Granite Creek area, maybe including Willow and Watson Lakes.” I was guessing because the map I’d found lacked above-ground terrain features. I wondered if we could find out where the librarian lived, show up at her door, and ask for the key.
Simon leaned over to study my screen. “There are some good-sized parks in there. Remember that hike we did the first day? The one that went north of the rail trail? Nobody could have drilled under all that granite around the lakes.”
“Oooh,” I said, the craggy Granite Dells popping into my mind. We’d clambered all over those giant boulders. In spots, the trails were simply marked with white dots painted on the rocks. “Think that’s a big enough area to hide their cave?”
“Could be. It’ll be hard for my program to see under that much solid mass. I’ll mark the lakes though. Where’s the Chino aquifer? Under town?”
“Yeah, and under the farms out there. It looks like it might extend into the national forest to the west.” I pulled up another map. “Of course, there’s nothing guaranteeing a cave would be in the aquifer systems. If we’re looking at the entire Verde River watershed... that’s hundreds of square miles.”
“I’ve got it all up over here,” Simon said. “I’ll do some comparisons and see what matches our criteria.”
I sneaked a peek at his screen. He’d found much more detailed maps than I had. It figured.
The rumble of big trucks drifted up the street. Someone was out in town, risking the monster-infested neighborhoods.
“Ah,” I said when they came into sight. A convey of National Guard vehicles rolled past, hummers and 5-Tons painted in tan desert colors. The soldiers in the seats peered to either side of the street with interest. A grizzled older man with gray hair who was being driven by a woman my age gave us a suspicious squint. I waved cheerfully.
“Sorry, no monsters out before dusk,” I murmured as the hummer drove out of sight.
“Huh?” With his attention focused on the screen, Simon hadn’t noticed the trucks.
“Nothing.”
My phone bleeped. I had a text message from an unfamiliar number with a Phoenix area code. It read: What the hell was that?
I took a guess and texted back, Professor Wilkons? 
Yes. I’m running it through the computer, but there’s nothing familiar about that language. Where are you? 
I’m not surprised. Prescott. I thought about calling him, but remembered him as a quirky introvert who preferred research to teaching and dead languages to spoken ones. 
Isn’t a bear mauling the city up there?
Something like that. Will you let me know what the computer says? We’ve got a mystery up here.
No shit.
“You know, linguists aren’t nearly as articulate as you’d think,” I said.
“I like your lakes.” Simon was in his own world.
“How so?” I asked.
“Undeveloped land over the aquifer. It’s nearby too. Your Verde Watershed includes a lot of national parks too—couldn’t you see some awesome caves hiding under those red rocks in Sedona?—but I’m going to put my program to work on the local stuff first. Eleriss and Jakatra moved up the street to the Best Western, not to Sedona or Flagstaff or anywhere else in Northern Arizona.”
I nodded. “They specifically said it was in this area.”
My phone beeped again. It’s not Klingon. I checked.
I showed Simon the screen, figuring it would amuse him.
All he said was, “I could have told you that.”
I returned the text: As odd as the two speakers are, I don’t think they’re Trekkies. They thought they were alone and didn’t know we were recording them, so I’m sure they were using their native language. As soon as I sent the message, I wondered if I should admit to our spying tendencies to a university professor. I was on the verge of explaining that they’d been trespassing in our van when Wilkons responded.
Understood. The computer program will run it against all of the known languages on Earth, dead and living. I just thought I’d check popular fictional ones.
A familiar Jag rolled up and stopped next to the curb. The utter availability of parking in downtown Prescott was notable. I wondered how much these “bear” maulings would hurt the tourist industry. 
I stood, glad to have an excuse to remove my rump from the cold cement. If Simon had noticed his would-be girlfriend drive up, or me putting my laptop aside to stand, he didn’t show it. He was chewing on his lip and staring intently at something.
“Hey, Temi.” I waved and my stomach gurgled an even more enthusiastic greeting when it noted the canvas grocery bag in her hand. 
She strode up the walkway, her limp barely noticeable, her face grim, but she nodded at my greeting. “There are army vehicles all over town.”
“National Guard, I think. We saw them come down this street.”
“The police have barricades up by that hotel and coffee shop we visited,” Temi said.
“Not surprising. Did you hear about the carnage there last night?”
She nodded. “I didn’t hear about any men in black leather being among the dead. When you were researching, did you...?”
“They’ve moved their motorcycles to the Best Western, so I’m sure they’re fine.” 
“Oh, that’s only a couple of blocks away from our motel, isn’t it?” She gazed up the street. 
“Don’t remind me,” I said. “Anything promising in that bag?”
“Not much.” Temi handed it to me. “There were only two people working at New Frontiers. These are yesterday’s leftovers.”
I pulled out several wedges of salmon, an entirely-too-healthy-sounding kale salad, and some promising cranberry coconut bars. “Looks a lot better than our usual breakfast. Yo, Simon, you want some salmon?”
He blinked and looked up. “Oh, Artemis. Hi. Uhm.” He waved shyly. 
I dropped containers of salmon and coconut bars in his lap, knowing he wouldn’t touch the greens unless his mother was here—or he thought it would impress Temi. He’d already returned his focus to the screen, though, and didn’t notice. 
Temi considered the brick front of the library building. “When you spoke of coming here to do research, I imagined you inside, at tables with books around you.”
“Yes, me too,” I said. “We’re still hoping someone might show up to unlock the door.”
Temi sat at the bottom of the steps and opened the containers holding her food. I contemplating returning to my research—Simon seemed to have the cave hunt in hand, but I wanted to look for information on the coin Eleriss had given us. I wished I knew of an archaeological equivalent of that DNA sequencer Autumn had mentioned. It’d be great if we could scan a picture of the coin and run it through some software that would spit out an identification of the civilization and era it had come from. As it was, I’d have to post pictures to some archaeology forums and see if anyone had any ideas. That could wait though; I didn’t have a scanner, so it’d take a trip to one of the shipping stores that had computers.
Breakfast in hand, I sat at the bottom of the steps with Temi, leaving Simon, his fingers flying again, in his spot against the doors. Another convoy of National Guard vehicles passed us by, and I wondered if we’d soon see troops marching through the streets with rifles.
“Your friend said she’d call when she’s ready to be picked up,” Temi said after we’d finished eating. “It sounded like she’ll be able to access a lab right away.”
“That’s good. I’ve got someone working on the language program, so—” My phone beeped. “That might be him now.”
The text message was indeed from Professor Wilkons. No matches. It’s weirder than Basque. 
“Hm.” I typed in, What about single-word matches? If there aren’t any full language matches, might there at least be some shared words?
We’ll see. I have the computer running a deeper analysis.
Thank you.
I put the phone down and chomped on my salmon. I’d never been a fish lover, but I felt a vague sense of duty to my body to eat it and the salad before diving into the dessert bar.
“Basque?” Temi asked. She’d been peering over my shoulder as I texted. “That’s a Spanish language, right?”
“Not exactly. The Basque region is located mostly in Spain—it’s up around the border shared with France, but it’s a language isolate that doesn’t have anything in common with the Indo-European romance languages surrounding it. It’s not like any other languages, really. There are a lot of interesting hypotheses by linguists, trying to link it to more distant languages—all contested though. One of my school friends did a paper on the idea that the Basques are descended from the Neanderthals, because it’s widely known that they lived in Western Europe. She had some modern information on blood types and DNA analysis, speaking of all that stuff, to back it up. It was an interesting paper.”
Temi turned toward the street, her face thoughtful. “You guys have a wide breadth of knowledge. Is there anything that would be useful for me to study? To assist with research?”
“Actually, we have extremely specialized knowledge that’s not at all useful outside of our business.” I smirked. “That’s what a degree in a specific field gets you. If you want to study something, that’s fine, but do it because you’re interested in it, not because of us. All this monster stuff is outside of the realm of our usual work. Most people who do antiquing as a source of income don’t have a formal education in a related field. They pick it up as they go and learn what people will pay for and what they won’t. I’m still learning myself when it comes to that.” 
“I wonder...”
“What?” 
“Never mind. I’m sure it’s a dumb idea.” 
I thought of the idea she’d proposed that Autumn had shot down. I didn’t want her to think we wouldn’t value any contributions she might have. “You know, a lot of breakthroughs and innovations come from individuals who don’t have a background in the field. Sometimes the experts in an industry have this sort of myopic thinking where they’re so influenced by their peers and mentors, who were trained by their peers and mentors, that they can’t see the problems from a fresh angle. Whereas an outsider can bring that fresh perspective, especially in this day and age when there’s so much information available to anyone who wants to research it.”
Temi shrugged. “I don’t have any brilliant innovations. I was just wondering, well, this Basque isn’t the only language isolate, I assume? What if those two were speaking another? From somewhere on the planet that hasn’t been studied thoroughly and isn’t in your professor’s computer.”
It seemed Temi wasn’t ready to buy into the notion of alien visitors either. She hadn’t seen the glow-in-the-dark eyes...
“There aren’t that many places left on the planet that haven’t been studied thoroughly,” I said. “The languages of New Guinea haven’t been scrutinized in much depth yet, but those two look like a couple of white guys, even if they’re a little odd in appearance. They sure don’t look like some native of New Guinea.”
“Do I look like a native of New Mexico?” Temi asked dryly.
“Well, no, but it’s hard to imagine some obscure back-wilderness race adopting a couple of white kids and raising them to speak their language. Or some dead language. Unless...” I trailed off. Now I was the one hesitant to share stupid ideas.
“Unless?” Temi prompted.
“I don’t know. I keep thinking in terms of them being part of some military experiment or mad scientist’s lab creation.”
“Hey,” Simon said, “the Harleys are on the move.”
“Which way are they heading?” I didn’t feel like chasing Eleriss and Jakatra off into the woods again, not when that monster was chasing them everywhere too. Besides, they might simply be coming to visit us, to see if we’ve found their information yet.
“They passed our hotel and went up Iron Springs Road,” Simon said.
“That goes out toward the national forest and some more hiking and camping areas, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, but they’re still in town. Stopped at a light, it looks like. They’ll be out of my range before long.”
“I went up Iron Springs Road this morning,” Temi said. “To drop your friend off at the vet.”
An uneasy feeling jumped into my stomach alongside the salmon. 
“If they figured out we had more of their blood,” Simon said, “they might be going to collect it.”
“Damn.” I’d been joking about the fridge insulating the blood. Was it possible the riders had sensed it as soon as I took it out of the van’s fridge this morning and gave it to Autumn? I grabbed my phone to call her.
“I also went that way to visit the grocery store,” Temi said. “Maybe they’re going for breakfast themselves.”
“Those coconut bars are pretty good.” Simon waved the empty box.
Autumn answered the phone with, “What is it?”
I stood up. “Get the blood back and get out of there.” I waved Temi toward the Jag. “We’re coming to get you.”
“What? Why?”
“I think our interesting men are coming to collect the other sample.”
“All right. Call you back in a sec.”
“Simon,” I said, “pack your stuff and let’s go.”
“They won’t do anything to her, will they?” Temi asked as we jogged for the car. “They politely took the slide last night.”
I didn’t know if polite quite defined Jakatra’s frosty demeanor as he’d stalked across the hotel room. “We let them take it without a fight. Who knows what would have happened if we’d tried to stop them?”
“Maybe it’d be wiser not to try and stop them,” she said.
“Wiser? Probably, but I want to know who these guys are that they don’t share any human blood types.”
We climbed into the car. Temi started it up. “Aren’t we still thinking this blood might belong to the monster?”
“I’m not sure what to think at this point.” That slip-up from Eleriss had me thinking the blood belonged to them, to Jakatra specifically; he’d been the one with the bandage. “I just know I want to see that DNA analysis.”
 



 
CHAPTER 20
 
We didn’t drive sixty miles per hour this time, but Temi did run a few red lights. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea given how many police and soldiers were patrolling the town, hunting for monsters, but traffic was non-existent, and nobody pulled us over.
“Are they still driving or have they parked somewhere?” I asked, glancing back at Simon.
His MacBook was open in his lap. “Uh, sec.” He picked up his phone. 
“I appreciate how assiduously you’re paying attention back there.”
“I got some results back from the app. I’m... No, they stopped. A half mile ahead.”
“That’s where the vet is,” Temi said, increasing speed.
We zipped past the Starbucks—judging by the line of cars in the drive-thru, the monster threat wasn’t quite big enough to keep people from their espresso addictions—and some other businesses, then hung a hard right into a tree-shaded parking lot. A single car was parked out back, and two familiar motorcycles waited next to the dog potty area. 
“I’ll stop over there so they won’t see us if they walk out the front.” Temi veered toward the far side of the building. Towering boulders rose on that end of the parking lot, ensuring the vet would never have any neighbors on that side. Trees and brush blanketed the top of the rocky ledge.
I grabbed my phone and tried Autumn again. I’d called on the way and she hadn’t answered. 
This time it stopped ringing immediately. “Sssh,” came the whispered response.
“Autumn?” I asked.
“They’re out front in the waiting area,” she whispered. “I think they know we’re back here, but we locked the inside door, and they haven’t tried to force it. Do you think they will?”
“I don’t know; they’re polite but determined.”
“Wait,” Autumn whispered with new urgency. “Someone’s fiddling with the lock.”
“Is there a back door you can come out? We’re in the parking lot outside. We can get you out of here.”
“Why didn’t you say so?”
“Don’t park,” I told Temi. “Drive around back. Look for a door.”
Before the car rolled into motion again, Simon hopped out with his MacBook cradled in his arm, the lid still open. 
“What are you doing?” I demanded, but didn’t tell Temi to stop. Maybe Simon wanted to sabotage the motorcycles again. I wasn’t sure we should be pissing off our clients, but I didn’t want them chasing us down the highway either.
As we rounded the back of the building, two people darted out of a door by a dumpster, Autumn and a pasty-faced young man with eyes wider than horseshoes. I didn’t know what Autumn had told him, but he looked like he was being chased by the mob. 
Without any need for encouragement, they hopped into the back seat Simon had vacated. The parking lot went all the way around the building so Temi continued forward, curling around the corner that led back to the potty area—and the parked motorcycles. We were almost even with the front door when it was thrown open, and two dark figures strode out.
Jakatra’s face was as stern and cold as always, but this time, easy-going Eleriss’s was too. They spotted us immediately and raced for their motorcycles. That sword hung across Jakatra’s back in its ancient scabbard. I envisioned him racing up beside the car like a Mongol cavalry warrior of old, ready to chop off his opponents’ heads.
“Go, go,” Autumn urged, gripping the back of Temi’s seat. 
I was ready to urge the same thing, but then Simon jogged into view. 
He ran toward the riders, waving his hand and pointing to his MacBook. “Wait, I have your cave!”
The car had reached the end of the parking lot. “Do I wait or go?” Temi asked.
I hopped out. “Go, take them wherever they want to—no, to Phoenix!”
I chopped a wave and ran back toward the other three. Despite Simon’s words, Eleriss and Jakatra had jumped onto their bikes. The motors growled to life. Simon ran in front of the Harleys with his hand up. It might not have been smart, but I raced up and joined him. 
“Hey, we’ve got your information,” I yelled, though I didn’t know if Simon had been speaking the truth. “You owe us the other half of our payment. You made a deal with us.” My words came out in a rushed jumble; I didn’t know if they heard them over the engines. Or, if they had heard them, I didn’t know if they cared.
His face like a glacier, Jakatra revved the engine. I bent my legs, ready to spring away, though we were so close that I didn’t know if I would have a chance to get out of the way in time.
A split second before Jakatra took off, Eleriss dropped a hand onto his forearm. Jakatra stabbed his fingers in the direction the Jag had disappeared and spouted a stream of words. Eleriss responded with a single syllable, then repeated it in a lower tone. 
I could only guess but thought it might mean, “Later. We’ll deal with them later.”
The riders turned off their engines. I met Simon’s eyes, hoping he had the information they wanted and hoping it would delay them—distract them—for a while. If they could track their own blood, it wouldn’t matter if the Jag drove out of sight. The motorcycles could simply catch up. Even breaking the speed limit, it’d take an hour and a half to reach Phoenix, and who knew if Autumn would be able to get in to use that DNA sequencer right away, or how much time it would take for the computer to spit out the decoded genome? Did Eleriss and Jakatra have an inkling of what we meant to do? They must. They’d been evasive all along—they must want to keep their identities secret. Whatever they were, the answer might be in that blood sample.
“Speak,” Jakatra told Simon. His boots were flat on the ground, but neither rider had dismounted. They could leave at any second. 
“Where is the cave?” Eleriss added.
“We can’t be certain it’s the cave you’re looking for,” Simon said, “as you gave us so few parameters.” 
Jakatra’s already suspicious eyes narrowed further. 
“But I’ve found something that may be worth investigating,” Simon went on. “My survey shows a pocket under the northeast side of Lake Watson. It’s hard to judge the size, because of the tons and tons of solid granite there, but there’s definitely something.” He turned his laptop toward them.
Curious, I craned my neck to see the screen too. It was hard to make heads or tails of the monochromatic display—it reminded me of those pictures of babies in wombs—and the riders raised their eyebrows, perhaps equally unenlightened. 
“It’s a cross-section,” Simon explained. “Not the real thing, but a graphical representation created, based on the data that came back on the...” Perhaps noting the blank stares, he stopped his explanation and simply pointed. “The lake would be up here, off the screen, and this black band—it’s about seventy-five feet down—represents a non-solid chamber. It may be filled with water, but it’s there.”
“Show us on a map, please,” Eleriss said.
The please sounded promising. Simon turned his laptop back around and command-tabbed to another application. 
“Here it is.” He’d brought up a terrain map of the city and the surrounding area. He pointed to the Granite Dells framing the eastern end of Lake Watson. “There’s a popular hiking trail nearby, and that lake gets kayakers and all sorts of visitors, so I’m sure the cave would have been discovered long ago if there were access to it. But I guess that’s not a problem for you two.”
The riders exchanged looks but did not refute his comment. They launched into a quick dialogue in front of us, one we couldn’t understand of course.
“If you need a guide,” I said, “we’d be happy to take you over there.”
“You will go nowhere near the site,” Jakatra said.
“We’ll place security measures on the trail to ensure we’re not followed,” Eleriss told him, clearly choosing English so we’d understand.
So long as they went straight to their cave and left Autumn alone...
“You can keep your cave to yourself,” Simon said, “but we’ll be needing the second half of our payment for finding it for you.”
Jakatra’s chin came up. “We must verify that this is the correct cave, if there even is a cave.”
“Fine, then go verify it. We’ll wait.” Simon pointed at the asphalt at our feet.
Jakatra looked like he had another comment lined up, probably something along the lines of they’d pay us whenever they felt like it, but I looked Eleriss in the eyes and spoke first. “It would be impolite of you to make us wait if you find that we have indeed located your destination for you.” I thought about threatening to unveil what we knew about them if they weren’t prompt, but decided to see if a plea for propriety worked first. All along, Eleriss had struck me as the peacemaker, someone who didn’t want to ruffle feathers or do the wrong thing and stick out. Besides, making threats to someone wearing a sword wasn’t usually a good idea.
“Very well,” Eleriss said. “We will check to see if the cave is there and if it is the one we seek. If so, we will return with your payment.”
Jakatra muttered something in his own tongue. 
Eleriss made an upward motion with his hand that wasn’t familiar to me, but the gesture had a placating feel, and Jakatra desisted. Once again, I wondered what their relationship was. In the beginning, I’d assumed Jakatra was in charge, but perhaps they were equals, or maybe Eleriss was even the leader. I’d believe Jakatra was the bodyguard if someone suggested it. Despite the shared hotel room with the single bed, I’d never gotten the lovers vibe from them. 
It didn’t look like they were going to stick around to explain anything to me. They revved up the motorcycles again. This time, Simon and I stepped aside, and the riders tore out of the parking lot. As soon as they disappeared from sight, I pulled out my phone and called Autumn.
She answered on the first ring with, “They after me?”
“I hope we convinced them to prioritize something else,” I said, “but you should get out of town anyway.” It crossed my mind to tell her to toss that blood in a garbage can somewhere and distance herself from the danger, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so. I wanted to see the results from the DNA sequencer. I hoped I’d bought her the time she needed to run the sample, and that I wasn’t endangering her further.
“Working on it. Had to take that vet tech home first.”
“Are you still with Temi?” I asked.
“She dropped me at my car and drove off. She said she’s heading back to get you two.”
“Good. Thanks. Keep in touch, will you?”
“Yeah, yeah, I gotta go if I’m going to get out of here.”
“Wait, what’d you tell that vet tech anyway?”
“That secret government agents were trying to keep me from discovering The Truth and sharing it with the public,” Autumn said.
“And he bought that?”
“He was wearing an old X-Files T-shirt under his lab coat. Of course he bought it. He’s convinced that monster out there is an alien. He was even talking about this blog that’d been posting pictures of it... Know anything about that?” An engine rumbled to life—she must be ready to drive out of town.
“Not a thing,” I said innocently. “Stay safe on your trip.”
“I will. Later.”
When I hung up, Simon was watching me, his eyebrows elevated. 
“Our ride is on its way, and your blog entries are becoming famous,” I said.
“Things are looking up.”
“For the moment. Did you really find a cave, or did you send those two on a fool’s errand? Because if it’s the latter, they’re going to be irked when they catch up with us again.”
“I found a cave,” Simon said.
“Oh, good. Maybe they’ll be too busy exploring it to think about their blood for a while.”
“That was my plan.” His smirk was on the smug side.
“Too bad we can’t follow them again. I’d love to see a secret cave that nobody else has been in for a long time, if ever.” Though I’d be even more intrigued if there were signs of prehistoric habitation. The Hassayampa River cavates had been interesting, and I certainly planned to write an article on them, but what else might we find in a subterranean cavern beneath Prescott? Something cool enough to get me an invitation to write for one of the big archaeology magazines? “Enh, perhaps it’s just as well that we can’t follow them,” I said. “Our predator keeps showing up wherever they go.”
“Not until night fall though, and that’s a long ways off.” Simon arched his eyebrows. “As for the rest, why can’t we follow them?”
“Uh, did you miss their comment about booby-trapping the trail?”
“No, but there’s that lovely little kayak rental place on the other side of the lake...”
 



 
CHAPTER 21
 
Like most of the other businesses in town, the kayak rental place was closed. While Simon tried the handles on the equipment lockers, I observed the scenery across the water, wondering if Eleriss and Jakatra were already out there, burning holes in rocks. Ducks floated in the shallows near the wetlands end of the lake, calm and undisturbed. I took that for a promising sign. At the other end of the lake, lumpy gray mounds of granite rose, the ancient bedrock eroded by wind and water. I’d called the mounds boulders, because I lacked a better word, but many of the formations would dwarf the buildings downtown and some loomed tall enough to entice eagles to roost on the tops.
Simon wandered over to investigate the building, though I’d already tried the doors and found it as locked as the library. Temi’s silver Jaguar was the only car in the parking lot. She leaned against the door, waiting for us. She was too polite to say, “Which one of you college-educated geniuses thought the kayaks would be lying out for anyone to take?”
According to Simon’s tracking app, the motorcycles were on the other side of the lake. The riders had driven past the parking lot over there and onto the no-motorized-vehicles-allowed trail, then stopped somewhere behind the formations. They had a head start on us; before driving out, we’d popped into one of the few open stores for rope, deciding duct tape might not be sufficient for this endeavor. We’d also stopped back at the van to pick up food and water along with our flashlights and my whip and bow. Taking the weapons made me feel silly—like I was my RealmSaga character, ready to travel into some monster-infested dungeon—but who knew what might be down there? 
A jangle sounded, and Simon jogged into sight. He waved a keychain. “Here we go.”
“How’d you get those out of the building?” I asked.
“I downloaded a lock-picking app.” Simon stopped in front of an equipment shed and started trying keys.
“It taught you how to pick a lock in five minutes?”
“No, it showed me how complicated lock-picking is in five minutes, so I walked around the building and tried all the windows until I found one open. I wiggled inside, let myself out of a stinky bathroom, and found the keys.”
“You’re a real MacGyver, aren’t you?”
Simon winked at me as he pulled open the now unlocked door. “You’d be lost without me, admit it.”
“Only if you admit you’d be more lost without me.” I peered inside the windowless shed where rows of kayaks leaned against walls and racks.
“It’s true that a brilliant hero needs a trusty sidekick to do the grunt work.” Simon pointed inside. “I’d like the green one, please. Would you mind?”
“Locking you in the shed?” I grabbed his arm. “Not at all.”
“Are we ready to go?” Temi asked from behind us.
I released Simon. “As soon as everyone picks out a kayak and drags it down to the beach on his or her own.”
“Hm,” she said.
I’d meant my comment for Simon, of course, but remembered that her knee might preclude such activities. “Do you think you’ll be able to do this, Temi? Or will it hurt your leg?” If she couldn’t kayak, she’d have even more trouble scrambling over those boulders or into the bowels of a cave. Maybe it’d be best to leave her back as the support staff again.
“I’ll manage,” Temi said tersely.
There was a determined set to her jaw, so I didn’t mention my concerns. If she wanted to come, I wouldn’t stop her. 
Simon dragged out a two-person green kayak. It might have been my comments or perhaps a desire not to appear puny in front of Temi, but he hauled it down to the water himself. I helped Temi tote a blue one-person model to the lake while Simon grabbed paddles for everyone. Before I could ask if she wanted to share the double or go on her own, she tossed her shoes and water bottle into the back of the single. She rolled her pants up to her knees. I caught a glimpse of nasty scar tissue and the bottom edge of a knee brace before she pushed the kayak into the shallows, and I decided I should be doing the same thing. 
We soon had all our gear loaded and were paddling across the lake. I shivered at the chilly breeze sweeping across the water. The sun was shining, but it was starting to feel more like November than October. The leaves on the cottonwoods at the end of the lake had turned orange and yellow, and I bet Prescott would see snow before long. It was a far cry from Phoenix with its daytime highs still in the 80s and 90s. 
I would have expected the two-person kayak to be faster, with Simon and me paddling together—I’d taken the back seat to make sure he paddled—but Temi’s strokes were effortless and powerful. Her craft surged ahead and she had to pause to wait for us. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she’d been kayaking all of her life, but we hadn’t grown up around water, and I doubted she’d had time for many hobbies during her tennis career. I might have been slightly pleased when she’d first shown up, needing my help, but watching her now, I had to admit that it was sad that the car accident had ended her career. She was meant to be an athlete.
“Veer left when we get close to the rocks,” Simon called to her. “We’ll have to get close to find a place to land.”
The granite mounds came all the way down to the water, but there were inlets here and there, and I remembered a few grassy spots accessible from the hiking trail. Of course, we didn’t want to go anywhere near the trail, not if it’d been booby-trapped.
Ahead of us, Temi stopped paddling and pointed to the right, back toward the wetlands. The ducks were taking off with a frantic batting of wings. I didn’t see anything in the trees and tall grasses behind them, but that didn’t mean much. I hoped our predator wasn’t making an exception to its preference for the night shift.
Temi pointed again, this time toward an inlet between two towering gray mounds. “In there?”
“Let’s try it,” Simon called softly.
We’d all lowered our voices since the ducks flew off. 
We slipped into the cove and followed the rocks until we reached an area clogged with floating branches and logs. A faint animal trail cut across the grassy bank rising behind it. We picked our way through the deadwood and helped each other pull the kayaks out. 
A great thrashing came from the tall grass a few feet away. I lunged for my bow—it was still in the back of the kayak. A splash sounded, then the grasses grew still. The whole cove grew still. I forced myself to loosen my grip on the weapon.
“I don’t know what that was,” I said, “but it wasn’t big enough to be our monster.”
“Nah, the monster would have jumped toward us instead of away from us,” Simon said. “It was probably a fat beaver.”
Despite his words, he had his phone out, probably with his camera app loaded. I hoped his obsession didn’t get us all killed. I was already beginning to think coming out here had been a mistake, the coolness of an undiscovered cave not withstanding.
Temi turned slowly, gazing up at the rock on all sides of us. “How are we going to figure out where Eleriss and Jakatra are?”
“We’ll have to climb up to a high spot and look for smoke,” I said. “If they use... whatever they used before, there’ll be some smoke or fumes at least. Though I admit, it’ll be hard to see outside.” 
“In other words, we’re hoping to get lucky,” Temi said.
“That’s usually how our business goes.” 
Simon grunted in agreement. As soon as we’d put on all of our gear, we hunted for a promising spot to ascend. The mounds were uneven, some tall, some low, and some in between, so we didn’t have to scale any cliffs, but the climb was challenging. Temi struggled because of her leg, I struggled because I was carrying the bow as well as my backpack, and Simon struggled because he couldn’t be bothered to buy a pair of real shoes. We were all sweating by the time we clambered onto the top of one of the higher rocks. The view was magnificent though, with the lake stretching behind us and the lumpy granite formations heading off to the horizon. I spotted the rail trail about a half a mile away. Unfortunately, I didn’t see any smoke or anything that would suggest our employers were in the vicinity.
“Where are we in relation to their bikes?” I asked.
Simon pulled out his phone. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean? They left?”
“No, I’m not picking up a signal any more. They were over there a half hour ago.” He waved toward the trail. “But now, I’ve got nothing.”
“Meaning they drove out of range?”
“Or finally found the tracking device and destroyed it,” Simon said.
“Oh.”
“We could wander around these rocks for days and not find a cave entrance,” Temi said.
“I know. Anyone have any ideas? Simon, would your program be able to show a newly constructed tunnel?”
His “uhm” didn’t sound promising, but he did start poking at his phone.
I sat cross-legged and watched the sky, still hoping to catch a wisp of smoke. An eagle that had a nest on top of one of the outcroppings took off, flying away from us. Maybe it found our presence intrusive. It flew straight, but it banked and did a few circles, rising higher with each revolution. At first, I simply watched, but then I bolted to my feet.
“That might be it.” I squinted, trying to note landmarks beneath it and pick out a route for us to take.
“What might?” Temi asked.
The eagle reached the altitude it wanted and headed out. 
“A thermal?” Simon asked.
I nodded. “That’s my guess. If we’re right, something’s heating up the ground over there.” 
“Let’s check it out then.”
 



 
CHAPTER 22
 
Temi didn’t complain as we climbed and descended, weaving through the dells and scrambling over the rocks, but I caught winces on her face more than once. I also winced a few times from scraped hands and banged knees. When I’d first seen that eagle, my heart rate had tripled in anticipation of finding a fresh tunnel and following Eleriss and Jakatra into some underground chamber that had been sealed for countless centuries, maybe forever. After almost an hour of trying to reach that spot, my excitement had waned.
“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Simon asked.
“I’m sure we’re closer to the place than we are to the Winslow rest stop,” I said, bringing up our long-standing joke. 
“How comforting,” Temi said. We’d have to fill her in on the story later. Or perhaps not. That hadn’t been my bladder’s finest moment.
A clatter arose in the distance somewhere ahead of us. Rock fall. Our feet—and our mouths—halted as one. We exchanged long looks with each other. As agile as Eleriss and Jakatra were, it was hard to imagine them knocking rocks loose. 
We were down in one of the hollows and couldn’t see far ahead. I listened for further noises, but not even the birds were talking.
“What was that?” Temi whispered.
“Rock climbers?” Simon suggested.
“Who would be out climbing when there’s a man-slaying monster roaming around town?” I whispered.
“Uh, us?” Simon said.
A faint scraping sound reached my ears. It wasn’t continuous but intermittent and so faint that it might be in my imagination.
“Are those claws?” Simon breathed.
Not my imagination. He’d heard it too. 
I wished I had something more deadly in my hands than a bow. We could have stopped and bought firearms—from what I’d seen, Arizona had some of the most lax gun laws of any state in the country—but I reminded myself that neither bullets nor arrows had put a dent in that creature at the campground the other night. The glowing sword might be the only thing that could hurt it. In that case, we’d be best served by catching up with Eleriss and Jakatra and staying close. Well, technically that wasn’t true—we’d be best served by going back to the motel and locking the door. 
“Is anyone else having second thoughts about this adventure?” I whispered.
Temi nodded. “Yes.”
Simon shook his head. “No.”
I stared at the dust and tufts of grass at our feet while listening for more scrapes. I didn’t hear anything. It’d either moved on or it was hiding in the shadows somewhere, waiting for a chance to pounce on us. Except that it hadn’t proved that subtle yet. It simply attacked when it wanted. Maybe we’d heard something else. Or maybe it had bypassed us and was after the sword. Either way, I was less enthused about hunting for caves. When I’d agreed to follow the riders, it had been under the assumption that our monster friend wouldn’t be roaming about during the day.
“Why not?” I asked Simon quietly. 
He shrugged. “We need to keep an eye on our employers. Once they get what they want, they might take off and we’d never see them again.”
“I believe Eleriss would return to the vet parking lot to bring us our coin,” I said.
“But he wouldn’t explain anything. I want to know what they’re looking for in there. Besides, they might need our help with that creature. They already fought it with the sword and barely hurt it, if they hurt it at all.”
“How would we hurt it?” I asked.
“With our crafty cunning.”
“How... optimistic.”
“That’s not the word I would have used,” Temi said.
“All I know is that someone needs to kill that thing,” Simon said, “because it’s murdering people left and right. And if we’re there when it faces off with those guys—if we can help when it happens...”
“You can get a picture of yourself standing with your foot up on its dead corpse?” I asked.
“Well, yes, but it’ll still be dead, won’t it? That’s gotta be the goal here, not just to learn languages and look at artifacts. Getting rid of it has to be the most important thing.”
Simon of all people was lecturing me on morality? “I don’t disagree with you,” I said, struggling to keep my voice calm, “but I don’t think we’re qualified to do it.”
“Who is?”
“Them.” I flung a hand toward the rocks, though I had no idea where Jakatra and Eleriss were in relation to us.
“They’re not even human,” Simon said. “How much can they really care?”
“We don’t know that. We don’t know what they are.”
“Exactly, and we don’t ultimately know why they’re here, no matter what they say. We have to make sure that monster gets killed one way or another. And if it’s following them and trying to get that sword, then that’s where we need to be.”
“With our crafty cunning,” I said.
“Exactly.” 
Temi was looking back and forth between us, probably trying to decide how serious our arguing was. I had assumed Simon’s ulterior motive in stalking the riders had been to get more pictures of the monster; I hadn’t thought he’d been dreaming of killing it. Sure, he’d said something about killing it and saving the town, but that had been a joke, hadn’t it? Like I’d told Temi, I knew his entrepreneurial streak had been born out of wanting to help his people—or prove himself to his people anyway—but I’d never taken him for some knight-errant in geeky armor. I sure hoped this wasn’t about impressing Temi.
“I don’t suppose you’ve got some kind of clever trap in your pack then?” I asked.
“I did have the idea of setting a trap for it with that sword,” Simon said, “if we can get a hold of it, but I think we need to see what else those guys are going to pull out of this cave first. And it’s a foregone conclusion that they’re not going to tell us what it is; we have to be there when they get it.” 
I sighed and looked at Temi. She shrugged back at me. And here I’d wanted a third person so I could have the deciding vote. 
A breeze whispered through, again hinting of cooler weather. It also hinted of... I sniffed a few times. “That’s that acid chemical smell from the cavates.”
“They’re burning holes again,” Simon said. “We must be close.”
“All right.” Afraid I’d regret it, I whispered, “We might as well take a peek.”
“Famous last words?” Temi asked, though she followed us when we continued through the little dell. 
The rock walls grew narrower, and we had to walk single-file. I watched the route ahead but also the tops of the boulders on either side, all too aware that something up there could jump down and land on us before we knew what was happening.
I stepped around prickly pear cactus and shrubs that were only slightly less prickly. I’d lost track of where the hiking trails were, but this area definitely wasn’t traveled often. We rounded a jumble of boulders and walked into a tiny box canyon, the ground flat and dusty and dotted with more cactus patches. 
Simon gripped my arm and pointed at a big clawed and webbed print. A fresh one. The scent of the sea hung in the air, utterly out of place in the desert clime. If someone killed that monster, at least it could be thoroughly examined and we could figure out what exactly it was.
“There’s your hole.” Temi, taller than Simon and I, pointed at something behind a manzanita shrub growing out of a narrow crevice. The tracks led straight to it.
“If it charges out,” Simon whispered, “we can try climbing up those boulders to get away from it. I bet something that big isn’t that agile at scaling walls.”
I wasn’t going to take that bet. I hoped it’d gone down after the others and that we wouldn’t see it until they’d dealt with it.
I slipped an arrow out of my quiver and crept forward. Several of the manzanita’s ropy red branches had been snapped. A dark hole gaped behind it. Like the one in the cavate, it was perfectly round and not nearly as wide and inviting as I’d like. It sloped downward and toward the lake, the angle not so steep that one would have to slide down on one’s butt—or use a rope and grapple to climb out. That was something, I supposed.
Simon squeezed in beside me. He touched one of the tunnel’s walls. “It’s cool. We’re farther behind than we were last time.”
“I think... maybe we should stay even farther behind. Like how about we climb up on the rocks where we can watch down here and wait for them to come out? We’ll see whatever they carry out, and if we’re curious, we can go back into the tunnel after they—and the monster—are gone. Plenty of time to explore then, right?”
Simon frowned, but Temi was nodding. “That sounds wiser than crawling down there into the middle of trouble.”
Rocks shifted and clunked somewhere outside the canyon. I whipped my head in that direction so quickly that I almost fell in the hole. I couldn’t see anything, but a soft scraping came after the rocks settled. The rasp of claws on stone again? The noise sounded like it came from higher than ground level.
Temi and Simon were staring toward the mouth of our narrow canyon too. Without moving, I lowered my gaze to the footprints again. The tracks led to the hole, and I’d assumed the creature had gone in, but what if it’d turned around, planning to wait for Eleriss and Jakatra to come out, just as we’d thought to do? Ugh, yes, there was a print pointing in the other direction. It’d come up to the hole, then turned back. 
A shadow fell across the canyon floor.
I gulped and looked up. The dark figure crouching above us was all muscle beneath its sleek, black hide. Though its weight rested on four legs instead of two, its head seemed more human than animal, mounted on a thick corded neck. Its ears were close to its head, and the face seemed simian rather than canine or feline. Its stout muscular arms and legs gripped the edge of the rock, long dagger-like claws biting into the stone. Tiny shards fell away, the dust trickling down the granite wall. If those claws could cut into rock, they’d have no trouble tearing off a man’s head...
“Down the hole,” Simon whispered. “We have to go down the hole.”
The creature’s eerie iridescent eyes stared down at us, utterly soulless and without mercy. It shifted its weight, the muscular haunches bunching, preparing to spring.
My instincts cried out against the idea of throwing myself into a tight space, but trying to flee out here would be even more suicidal. We wouldn’t be able to outrun it, wouldn’t be able to—
“Go!” This time Simon shoved me toward the hole.
The predator leaped from the ledge, claws glinting in the afternoon sun.
I dove headfirst into the tunnel. My bow caught, and I lost it. I didn’t care. I scrambled into the passage on hands and knees, heedless of the inky blackness ahead. All I knew was that I had to keep going so there’d be space behind me for the others to fit inside. I fumbled at my belt, unhooking a flashlight. I thumbed it on, and the beam brightened smooth, uniformly curved gray walls.
Somewhere behind me, Simon cursed only to have the words cut off in a startled cry of pain. I slowed to glance back, but in the tight passage I stumbled over my own feet and fell. My hip struck the unyielding rock, and the flashlight flew from my hands. Either it broke or the switch was bumped off. Blackness descended on the passage again, and I couldn’t see or hear a thing.
 



 
CHAPTER 23
 
For a long moment, the only sound in the tunnel was that of my own breathing—fast and ragged in my ears. I twisted about, wincing at the new lump on my hip, and tried to see the exit. I hadn’t scrambled that far, had I? The opening and the daylight beyond it ought to be in view. Unless that opening was blocked...
“Temi?” I whispered. “Simon?” 
They’d been right behind me. Surely they’d had time to dive into the hole too.
“Ssh,” Temi breathed so softly I almost missed it. It sounded like she was about twenty feet behind me and higher up. The passage was sloping at a thirty, maybe forty percent grade. Climbing back out would be like crawling up a slide at a water park. 
Scrapes and grunts drifted to my ears. The predator. It was farther back than Temi—it must still be outside, otherwise she’d be shoving at me and yelling for me to hurry. I hoped it was too large to crawl inside, then realized that must be the case. Otherwise it would have followed Eleriss and Jakatra, and it’d be following us now. Maybe they’d designed their hole to these narrow proportions, knowing that the creature would give chase.
“You two okay?” Simon asked from farther back than Temi.
I exhaled in relief. When I’d heard his cry, I hadn’t been sure he’d made it inside.
A deep rumbling snarl answered him.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” he said his voice sounding farther away.
I blinked slowly, realizing he’d turned around and was addressing the creature.
“Don’t get cheeky just because it can’t reach us for the moment,” I said. “We have to go out that way at some point.”
“I’m sure it can’t understand me,” Simon said.
Remembering the way the predator had targeted our headlights with its rocks, I wasn’t as certain. If someone had engineered it into existence, they could have made it bright and taught it to understand English too.
A hint of light returned to the tunnel. The monster must have moved away from the entrance.
I patted around, hunting for the fallen flashlight, but the effort was in vain. With that slope, it would have kept rolling until it hit a level spot. I imagined it plopping out of a cavern ceiling to land at Jakatra’s feet. Lovely way to announce our presence. 
Shadows moved above me. A light winked to life, nearly blinding me. I raised my arm to block it and looked away.
“Sorry,” Simon said, turning the flashlight toward the wall, “but here’s your bow.” He leaned around Temi to hand it to me. 
I accepted it, glad to have a weapon again. There wasn’t any room for anyone to pass anyone else, so I was stuck leading. Temi handed me her flashlight, and after conking my head on the ceiling a few times I gave up on crouching and crawling in favor of sliding down the slope.
In the distance, water dripped. Time oozed past as we continued downward. I shivered as the air grew chillier, or maybe it simply seemed chillier. All of the rock climbing had left my hair and clothing sweaty, and they clung unpleasantly to my cooling body.
“How deep did you say the cavern was?” I asked as we continued to scoot down the slope. 
“About seventy-five feet,” Simon replied.
“Haven’t we gone that far yet?” It felt like we’d gone seven hundred.
“It’s possible our friends missed the target,” he said. 
“If so, one would think they’d figure that out quickly, and that the tunnel would take a few hard rights or lefts, followed by a bunch of squiggly curves as they searched for the right spot.”
“Just because that’s how you drive through the Walmart parking lot doesn’t mean that’s how they’d drill their hole.”
Temi snorted.
“Ha ha,” I said, then didn’t speak for a while. The drips of water in the distance had turned to a steady trickle and sounded closer.
I scooted down the slope faster. It sounded like there was going to be a cave down here. It wasn’t that I’d doubted Simon exactly... but I’d been skeptical of some undiscovered grotto so close to town.
The light played across something metal up ahead. I tensed, but it was only the clip on the flashlight I’d lost. It lay on a flat stretch of stone in a tunnel that crossed ours, creating a T-intersection. The other passage was identical in size and shape to this one.
“Then again,” Simon said, “maybe they do drive their tunnel-maker the way you drive the van.”
I sat down in the intersection and waited for the others. I fought a jittery feeling of unease at the lowness of the ceiling and the knowledge that we couldn’t stand and run if we needed to. We’d have to crawl out the same way we’d come down, except much more effort would be required for ascent.
“How’s your knee?” I asked Temi. “Regretting your choice to join us for this foray into the underworld?”
She was also taking the opportunity to sit, her legs stretched out to one side. “Given that the monster can’t get down here, I’d rather be here than waiting up by the kayaks. Though perhaps a hotel in a far away city would be acceptable as well.” She adjusted her leg and grimaced at some stab of pain or another. “A hotel with a masseur. And a hot tub.” 
Simon, hunkered behind her, blinking a few times at whatever images her words conjured in his mind. I widened my eyes at him. I still didn’t think he had a chance, but he might never get a better straight line for offering her a massage. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, his shoulders slumping. Temi was rubbing her knee and didn’t notice.
“Shall we split up?” I asked. “Or check both sides together?”
“I feel that this would be the appropriate time to pursue group activities and bond as a team,” Temi said.
“Enh, the monster is stuck outside,” Simon said, “and I don’t really think Eleriss and Jakatra will kill us at this point. There shouldn’t be anything down here to bug us. I’ll check to the right, and you girls can go left. One’s probably a dead end anyway.”
He crawled off in his chosen direction before we could object. He was probably right, so my only objection was to his stupidity when it came to women. Temi had massages on her mind and wanted to stick together, so what was he doing? Fleeing in the other direction. 
“Except whatever they’re looking for,” Temi murmured.
“What?” I asked, not certain I’d understood.
“He said there wasn’t anything down here to bug us, but we don’t know what those two are looking for.”
“Oh,” I said, imagining ancient weapons and booby traps. I was almost tempted to crawl after Simon, but even if we both had tendencies toward rashness, I thought he was smart enough to avoid some centuries-old land mine. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
I glanced at Temi, wondering if I might catch her gazing back with concern for Simon, but after a pause, she nodded and waved for me to lead the way.
Without the slope to aid us, we didn’t advance as quickly. I kept the flashlight trained on the passage ahead of us, and it gradually curved to the right. That was it for variations in the scenery. The tunnel otherwise remained the same perfect circle. I guessed Eleriss and Jakatra had run into some particularly hard stone or a terrain feature they’d had to go around.
It was still chilly down here—even if they’d burned through the rock to make the tunnels, the walls had since cooled—but traveling horizontally took more effort, and I had to pause a few times to wipe sweat out of my eyes. It occurred to me that with the only exit guarded, we were stuck down here until the riders left with their sword, and the monster took off after them. If something happened to them, and they didn’t—or couldn’t—leave, how long would that creature wait out there? We had no chance of outrunning it on foot, or in kayaks, not when it could cover ground as rapidly as our van. 
I wiped my eyes again. I needed to stop thinking about this stuff.
“Can I ask you a question?” I asked to distract myself—and because it’d grown apparent that the tunnel would go on for a while.
“Yes,” Temi said.
“Why didn’t you ever email or write home after you left?”
Out of all the things I could have brought up, I don’t know why I chose that. Maybe it was one of those things, like putting one’s will in order. I wanted it resolved... just in case. Besides, I’d keep feeling awkward when I was alone with her until I knew what she thought about back then. 
After a long moment, Temi said, “My parting with my parents was so... uncomfortable that it soured me on everything back home. I didn’t keep in touch with anyone.”
So because her parents had been jerks about her dreams, she’d decided to ignore her best friend for the next ten years? It sounded like a half-truth. Maybe I should have let it go, but I wanted to clear the air. Somehow it seemed easier here, where I didn’t have to look her in the eye because I was busy crawling down a tunnel. I wondered if that made me strange.
“If it was at all because of me,” I said, “I want to say I’m sorry for that last night. It was kind of... impulsive. It didn’t really mean... I don’t know. I was just a dumb kid, you know?”
The silence that followed my fumbled words made me wince. I shouldn’t have brought this up. Bad timing.
“What are you talking about?” Temi finally asked.
Now I was the one who didn’t speak for a moment. She couldn’t possibly not know what I was talking about, could she? “That last night we hung out before you left, and we went walking out to the canyon in the moonlight.”
“Yea...”
“Well, I kissed you, right?” I said in a rush. “That’s what I’m talking about. I thought it might have offended you or made you think I was nuts and not want to talk to me again because you were afraid I’d... I mean, I wouldn’t. It was like I said, an impulse. I, uhm, date guys now.” We could have been crawling through a volcano tube full of molten lava and my cheeks wouldn’t have been any hotter. I resolved to stop talking before I made myself more uncomfortable, if that was possible.
“Oh,” Temi said, the single syllable doing nothing to relieve the awkwardness cloaking me.
I told myself not to say anything else. I’d uttered what I’d needed to. Time to drop it and pay attention to what we were doing. The sound of trickling water had grown louder. I hoped that meant we’d reach our destination soon, whatever that destination might be. 
“I’m not sure how to say this in a way that won’t be insulting,” Temi said, “but...”
I cringed, certain the answer would slay me.
“I don’t remember that,” Temi finished.
For the first time, I stopped and turned to face her. “You don’t remember it?”
Temi spread a hand. “I mean, I guess I do, but I didn’t really think anything of it at the time, and I’d forgotten about it until now. Mainly what I remember from that night was going over and over in my head whether to run away from home. I appreciate that you were there... but I was so focused on myself that I don’t remember anything you said. Or much of what you did, I guess.”
I managed to wait until my back was to her again to roll my eyes. All this time, I’d wondered if I’d irrevocably offended her, and she didn’t remember it. Unbelievable. I continued down the tunnel. Well, as clear as the air was now, I ought to be able to shoot straight bull’s-eyes with my bow.
“I’m sorry I never wrote,” Temi said. “I meant to, but I was really busy and then it seemed like it’d been so long that I thought... I don’t know. I thought you’d think the way my parents did. That I was wasting my life smacking a little ball around a court. Yaiyai made a point of writing and telling me your SAT scores when you took them and that you were on your way to college. I had the distinct impression she wished you were her adopted granddaughter.”
“Please, you must have been smoking something out there in Florida if you think my SAT scores impressed anyone. It’s not like Harvard was knocking on my door, eager to offer me a scholarship.”
“Hey, they were good. If you didn’t get scholarships, it’s because you were more interested in roaming the desert, poking your nose into old caves and pueblo ruins, than doing extracurricular activities at school to impress admissions officers.”
Huh, I hadn’t realized she’d followed my school career at all, or that her family had. By then she’d been winning junior tennis tournaments all over the world; my accomplishments had been nothing in comparison.
“So,” I said, “basically we haven’t talked in nine years because we were worried about what the other person was thinking about us?”
“Apparently,” Temi said, a smile in her voice.
A whisper of damp air brushed my cheeks. It seemed like a good time to focus on what we were doing.
“I think we’re getting close,” I said. “Close to what, I couldn’t tell you.”
My flashlight had been playing along the same monotonous gray stone, but it glinted against something bright, and I paused. A golden vein streaked along the ceiling. I withdrew my utility tool, pulled open one of the knives, and scraped at it. Flakes of the soft ore fell away.
“Huh.”
“That’s unexpected,” Temi said.
“And apparently not what our guys are looking for, because they didn’t pause to dig any out.”
“Are we going to pause to dig any out?” 
“I suppose we could scrape away few flakes. Technically, you’re not supposed to do anything more than recreational gold panning and metal detecting in parks. I’d say this qualifies as a more in-depth excavation, though, since we didn’t dig the tunnel, the interpretation could be a little fuzzy.”
“Who would know?” Temi sounded amused.
“I would, I guess, and knowing my luck, I’d get caught. I already have enough people ragging on me for going rogue. No need to truly do anything illegal.”
“Ah.” Temi ran a finger along the vein. Maybe she was less worried about her reputation. 
She followed after me when I trundled off again though. We could always come back later.
The breeze grew more noticeable as we continued, and the next time the view changed, it was because the beam from my light disappeared into darkness. Our tunnel ended, the walls disappearing as it opened into a chamber. I crawled to the edge and probed the blackness with my flashlight. It shone onto water some twenty feet below us, water filled with jagged stalagmites that would feel none-too-comfortable to fall on. An underground lake stretched for as far as my light could reach. In places, thick stone columns rose out of the water, reaching to an arched ceiling ten feet above our ledge. Other chambers and tunnels waited, their openings too dark and distant for my light to pierce. This cave was much larger than I’d expected from the blob on Simon’s screen.
“I guess it was a mistake not to bring the kayaks,” Temi observed.
“Too bad they weren’t the folding kind.”
Aside from the tunnel, I didn’t see any signs that people had passed this way. In fact, the flashlight chanced across more veins that sparkled in the distance. That assured me more than anything else that people had never been down here. Amazing. As a girl, I’d dreamed of discovering undiscovered places; I hadn’t expected it to happen in Prescott, Arizona.
Movement at the edge of my vision made me jerk my flashlight in that direction. Something landed in the water with a splash. Something big.
“What the—”
A large, dark head popped up in the water. My heart sank. The familiar oily black form of the predator looked in our direction. For a long moment, it stared at us, and in that moment, I told myself three or four times that it couldn’t fit into our tunnel and that we were safe as long as we remained where we were. But the creature didn’t head toward us; when it started swimming, it veered in the opposite direction, toward those tunnels at the back of the lake. I lifted the flashlight toward the ceiling. There was a dark hole in the stone up there with water dribbling from one side. The predator must have found some other entrance to the cave system and come out of that opening. The drips made me wonder if it linked to the lake somehow. Maybe there was an entrance nobody knew about underwater up there. However the creature had arrived, its presence didn’t reassure me, not at all. 
“There’s no way we can warn Jakatra and Eleriss, is there?” Temi asked.
I’d been more concerned about warning Simon. “No, if they have a phone they stole from Elizabeth and Maude Somersett along with the Harleys, I don’t know their number. I doubt any of us has reception down here anyway.” I pointed behind us. “Let’s find Simon.” And preferably another way down. I didn’t fancy jumping onto those stalagmites. Although, with the creature trolling the cave, maybe we needn’t jump down at all. If it wasn’t guarding the entrance anymore, it ought to be an excellent time for us to head back to the surface and escape while we could.
We didn’t have to go far to find Simon. He was on his way to find us. Before we reached the intersection, he popped into view ahead and waved enthusiastically.
“I found the way into the cave,” he said.
“We found the monster,” I said.
His waving hand drooped. “Down here?”
“It found another way in. As much as I’d like to explore this place and as much as I’d like to see that creature out of commission, I don’t think we’re capable of taking it on, and right now, it’s between us and the others, so we can’t count on them and that sword for protection.” 
Simon’s shoulders slumped.
“Look, we can still wait outside the hole or by their motorcycles and see what they come out with.”
“Agreed,” Temi said.
“I wish I’d at least caught some pictures of it,” Simon said. “You didn’t take one of it swimming, did you?”
“Sorry, no. But there’s some gold back there.” I jerked a thumb behind us. “We can come back before the general populace finds this place and collect enough to pay the bills for a few months. No need to keep ads—or sensationalist pictures—plastered all over our business site.”
Simon shrugged in defeat and turned around.
We made it back to the intersection and climbed up the way we’d descended. The smooth walls didn’t offer any handholds, and soon we were all streaming with sweat. Temi never complained, but I heard hisses of pain, though she tried to stifle them. The leg she favored stuck out behind her, so she was using only her arms and her good leg to climb up the slope.
I kept waiting for the light to appear ahead of us, but it never did. My brow furrowed in confusion when we came to a dead end. I pointed my flashlight at the coarse rock blocking the way.
“There’s only one tunnel, right? We didn’t go up a wrong one somehow, did we?”
“No,” Simon said, his voice grim and without the confusion in mine. “This is our tunnel.”
The truth dawned on me. “Oh.”
The creature had blocked the exit.
 



 
CHAPTER 24
 
Pushing against a boulder isn’t comfortable under any circumstances. I recommend it even less when doing it in a four-foot-wide tunnel with two other people trying to help. After suffering Simon’s hair up my nose and Temi’s elbow in my back for a small eternity—at least thirty seconds—I backed off and slumped to the ground. The others sighed and sank to their butts as well. 
I pointed at Simon’s nose. “I want you to remember this the next time you wish to insult, demean, or stick your tongue out at a man-slaying monster.”
Simon opened his mouth as if he’d protest, but then he flopped against the wall. “Yeah, I am feeling a bit like the fox in the hunter’s trap.”
I rolled to an upright position, insomuch as I could in the low tunnel. “Let’s see this other exit you found.”
“We’re going into the cavern?” Temi asked. 
“I don’t know. We can take a look. Didn’t you want to warn the others?”
“It may be too late by now,” she muttered.
“If they’re dead, we have to get that sword so someone can put it to use on the monster,” Simon said. 
“Someone, not us,” I said. “Maybe we could recruit some uber warrior to use it.”
“Do they have uber warriors in Prescott?” Temi asked.
“I’m sure there are black belts in some martial art, not to mention all those soldiers who rolled in. At the least, there are better fighters than us. Besides—” I pointed at the boulder, “—we’re not getting out that way without explosives, and I forgot to pack the TNT.”
I started sliding back down the tunnel. At this point, I was willing to risk being horribly slain for the chance to stand up straight and stretch for a few seconds.
“I think they use C4 these days,” Temi said, crawling after me. With her stiff leg and six-foot frame, she had to be aching for a chance to stand up even more than I.
“Yeah, but we don’t have any of that,” I said.
“You have TNT?”
“In our storage locker in Phoenix,” Simon said. “We found some old unexploded sticks while we were scavenging around the Superstition Mountains. Don’t tell the manager. It’s not legal.”
“Legal? Is it safe?” Temi asked.
“No,” I said. “The sticks were tucked at the bottom of a crate of dusty mining helmets and lamps we found on an old claim. We’re lucky we didn’t blow ourselves up coming down the bumpy road out of the mountains.”
At the intersection, I headed right this time. Simon’s tunnel was shorter than ours had been and we soon reached the cavern again. The passage had sloped downward, so we didn’t come out so high up on the wall, and there were a few feet of a granite shoreline beneath us this time instead of pointy rocks. The underground lake stretched to the left and the front, but a narrow ledge ran along the cavern wall to the right. 
A crash came from somewhere ahead, like rock toppling onto rock. I doubted that was Eleriss and Jakatra, but at least they’d hear it and know something else was down here with them, assuming they were still alive. If the monster had made the noise, that meant it was relatively far ahead of us. Good.
Simon peered over my shoulder. “We going out or staying here?” 
I exhaled slowly. “We can’t get out the other way, so I think our best bet is to catch up with the others and hope they can help us escape. The predator dropped through a hole in the ceiling, but it was thirty feet above the water. I don’t see how we could get out that way. Also, if we were to stay here, and the creature finished whatever it’s down here doing, then it’d have nothing better to do than stake out these tunnel exits until we ran out of food and water and hunger drove us to desperation. If we’re going to try and get past it, better to do so while it’s distracted.”
“You’ve been thinking about this a lot, haven’t you?” Temi asked.
“I’ve thought about little else for the last ten minutes.”
I probed the cavern with my flashlight, making sure there wasn’t anything inimical crouching in the darkness, before dropping down to the granite beach. While I waited for the others to join me, I studied the uneven stone ceiling overhead, wondering if any more holes might lead out. I had a feeling the creature had found a special way in, one that involved holding one’s breath for a few minutes and navigating all sorts of ups and downs through a watery passage. If there were easily accessible entrances, we’d see bats and other signs of animal visitors.
“It’s stale smelling in here.” Simon shrugged off his backpack and pulled out a yellow and black device.
“Methane detector,” I told Temi when she looked at it curiously. “Though it’s not as if we can get out if the cave is full of methane, so I’m not sure I’d like to know.”
“You just want to nod off and fall in the lake and drown?” Simon asked.
“Sounds like a better way to go than decapitation and mutilation.”
“You know,” Temi said, “when I decided to drive across the state to ask if you’d hire me, these aren’t the sorts of conversations I imagined would be common during the work day.”
“We’ll have to update our pamphlet,” I said.
Simon returned the gas meter to his backpack and issued a thumbs up. “The levels aren’t any worse than in your average dairy barn.”
“Comforting.” 
I headed off along the ledge. The uneven ground and the need to jump across channels of water made the going slow, and Temi gestured for Simon to go ahead of her. I made sure not to outpace her. Splitting up would be crazy. Being down here at all was crazy. 
Another crash boomed from up ahead. The sound made me think of stone columns being tipped over. I hoped that creature wasn’t trying to bring down the cave on our heads.
I kept our pace steady and even. I wanted to catch up with the others—and their sword—but I was afraid we’d run into the creature first, and I couldn’t imagine my bow or whip harming it. We needed a weapon that could make a dent in the predator’s hide. Preferably a dent in its heart. If it had one. Maybe the creature was made entirely of plastic, or maybe it was some mechanical construct with a plastic hide. 
The new thought jolted me so much that I slipped and almost ended up in the lake. I recovered, shaking off a steadying hand from Simon, and continued on, but it surprised me that I hadn’t thought of the idea before. Its power, resilience, and cunning would make more sense if it was a machine or robot than if it was an animal. What if it had a brain full of circuits rather than blood cells? It hadn’t eaten any of the people it’d mauled, so maybe it didn’t need to take in sustenance—it was killing because it’d been programmed to do so. Heck, maybe some battery powered it, or maybe it had a tank and stopped to fuel itself at the gas station when nobody was looking.
My snort was almost a laugh. 
“Glad you’re finding our situation amusing,” Simon whispered.
“I had a funny thought. What if our monster is a robot instead of a living, breathing predator?”
“Yeah, I had that thought too,” Simon said.
“You did?” And here I’d felt original.
“Right after we learned about the plastic.”
A third cacophonous smashing of rock came from the shadows ahead. We’d made some progress following the ledge, and those crashes no longer sounded quite so far away.
“I’m not sure I should admit to another thought I’ve had,” I whispered. I don’t know why I was whispering—that creature probably knew where we were—but it seemed appropriate to the dark setting.
“That it’s trying to push down supports to cave in the ceiling?” Simon asked.
“Yeah.”
Temi grunted, and I glanced back in time to see her catch herself on the wall. 
“You guys can go ahead if you want,” she said. “I’ll catch up.”
“Animal or robot, I’m not in a big hurry to come face to face with that thing,” I said. “I’m also not sure how we would stop it from pushing over supports.”
“If it’s a robot,” Temi said, “maybe that swim it took will cause it to rust.”
“I think this model is a hair more sophisticated than that,” Simon said.
“Darn.”
Another crash put an end to our conversation. We were definitely getting closer. I swept my flashlight across the space ahead again and spotted another stone beach with a wall behind it. That wall held a dark opening. Another chamber? That seemed to be the direction the crashes were coming from.
I licked my lips and continued along the ledge. Nobody spoke as we padded across the beach. I slowed, nearly walking on tiptoes, as we climbed up to the new opening. I approached it from the side instead of straight on, having some notion that I shouldn’t reveal myself. The soft scrapes of claws rasping on stone reached my ears. I stopped and leaned my shoulder against the rock instead of looking. We needed to wait for it to get farther ahead. It’d be a long, hard sprint to get back to the small tunnel. I wished I’d ordered Temi to stay behind instead of simply asking if she wanted to. 
The scrapes continued, and I thought I caught a soft grunt too. Of effort? 
Temi pointed to my lamp and mouthed, “Off?” I had the light pointed to the ground and could barely see her face. I shook my head though. I knew what she was thinking—that the light was telling the creature where we were, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of plunging all of us into blackness. Besides, our predator could doubtlessly navigate in the dark far more effectively than we could.
A new crash sounded, this one the loudest yet, though maybe it was only our proximity to the noise that had changed. A hint of dust wafted into the air. I crinkled my nose. Was that the smell of blood as well? 
More scrapes came from behind the opening, this time in a regular rhythm, as if the predator were running. Because it sounded like it was running away instead of toward us, I risked poking my head around the corner. I swept the flashlight beam through the chamber, catching the broad black back of the creature as it disappeared into one of several tunnels at the end of a long, rectangular chamber that sloped downward, its floor surprisingly smooth after the humps and dips of the outer cavern. Jumbles of broken stone lay at irregular spots in little alcoves that ran along the left wall. 
A flash of something pale like straw caught my eye, and I focused my light on the first rubble pile. Stones weren’t the only things in it.
“Is that... a person?” Temi whispered.
What I’d thought might be straw was hair. Blond hair. 
I swallowed. One of the riders? If they were dead, who was going to help us escape? 
I glanced at the end of the chamber again, making sure the creature hadn’t returned, then crept closer to the first alcove. A wet puddle was spreading from beneath the jumble of rocks. My stomach gave a sick lurch. It wasn’t water.
Simon’s light joined mine in its focus on the rubble pile—and the male body half buried in it. His light wasn’t entirely steady. Maybe mine wasn’t either. It didn’t matter; it was enough to see that this wasn’t Eleriss or Jakatra—in addition to the blond hair, this guy had a big shaggy beard. I was relieved... but confused. I didn’t know what I’d expected to find down here, but it hadn’t been more mutilated bodies.
I walked forward, numbness and confusion making my steps slow. How could there be people down here, and why wouldn’t someone have yelled or tried to run or anything when the predator attacked? 
The body hadn’t been decapitated, but bloody gashes across its neck and chest left little doubt that the man was dead. Maybe the creature had been in a hurry, I thought bleakly.
“That’s a strange... costume.” Temi pointed to a bear fur cloak that was clasped about the man’s pale shoulders. His muscular chest was bare, with dark blue tattoos running up and down his arms, and he wore some very old-fashioned wool trousers. 
“Looks like he was planning to go as a Viking this Halloween,” I said.
There were weapons too. A spear had broken when a rock fell onto it, though a sword leaning against the back of the alcove had survived unscathed, along with a battered and gashed wooden shield. I picked up a leather helmet that had rolled away from the pile and turned it over in my hands.
I must have made some noise, or perhaps stared at it for an inordinately long time, because Simon prodded me.
“Delia?”
“This is bizarre,” I said.
“Tell us something we don’t know. Are you referring to the situation as a whole or that helmet in particular?”
“This. All of it.” I waved toward the weapons and the body. “I don’t think this is a costume.”
“What else would it be?”
A real Viking, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud, because it sounded idiotic. This was the American southwest in the twenty-first century, not medieval Europe. “I don’t know. I guess it has to be a reproduction. Nothing is aged the way it would be if it were a museum piece. Whoever crafted it did a good job making it look real though.” I avoided eyeing the dead fellow. It made me uneasy knowing he’d been alive a half hour ago. At least it seemed that way. I was still mystified at the idea that someone had been down here.
“Shouldn’t there be horns sticking out of the helmet?” Simon asked.
“No, that’s only in the comics and cartoons. This is a much more authentic kit. Look at the shield. There are even teeth marks in it—the berserkers supposedly bit their own shields as part of their warrior fury.”
“Maybe he’s a part of someone’s LARP team,” Simon said.
“And what were they role-playing down here? Viking spelunkers?” 
“What are you saying?” Simon asked. “That this guy was a Viking?” 
“No, of course not. He just died. How could that be possible?”
“Enh, all sorts of weird stuff is happening in town this week.”
I forced myself to consider the man more closely. I’d have no trouble poking and prodding at a thousand-year-old mummified cadaver, but studying someone with blood still trickling from his wounds was a different story. Summoning the detachment of a scientist—or a morgue worker—wasn’t easy. In addition to the fresh gaping wounds, he had a number of old scars on his arms. I didn’t know enough about sword fighting to proclaim that he’d gotten them that way, but they were a mix of straight lacerations and punctures. 
“I don’t know,” I said again, reluctant to commit to anything. As the one with the archaeology degree, I ought to be the last one to posit ridiculous unscientific notions. “For all we know, he might have been made by whoever made the monster.” Speaking of unscientific notions.... “Maybe it’s a robot,” I said helplessly.
“A robot that bleeds?” Temi asked.
I made a throwaway gesture, half dismissal and half frustration, then walked farther down the chamber, only to halt at the next caved-in alcove. This one held a body as well, the gashed remains of a lean, muscular black man with his hair pulled back in tiny braids and his ears pierced with disks of elephant tusk. Streaks of red ochre paint smudged his cheeks, and he wore a dyed garment that I dubbed a toga, though I doubted that was the right word. I’d only had one class that had touched upon African history.
“Masai warrior?” I asked and found myself looking at Temi for her opinion. She offered a blank look in return, and I blushed and gave myself a mental kick in the butt. Right, because she was black, she was automatically an expert on nomadic African tribes from centuries past.
“This one got a weapon out at least.” Temi pointed to his hand.
He’d died holding a knife. But if he’d been fighting the creature, why hadn’t we heard any sounds of combat? Surely he would have yelled or screamed in pain when his flesh was torn asunder. His eyes weren’t even open. The first man’s hadn’t been either. From their calm faces, it appeared as if they’d died in their sleep rather than in battle.
Simon had moved farther down the chamber, and I was of a mind to catch up and leave this mystery until later, but something about the African man’s face snagged my gaze. He appeared to have been about thirty with broad handsome features. Trying to put scientific curiosity ahead of squeamishness, I knelt to examine his teeth. His lips were still warm. I felt sick. If we’d had decent weapons or some kind of plan, we might have been able to stop the predator from slaying all of these people. Whoever they were—had been—I was certain they would have been intriguing to know.
“What are you looking for?” Temi asked.
Remembering my original purpose, I leaned in with my flashlight and inspected his teeth. They were white, straight, and uncrowded in his mouth. He had flawless skin as well, aside from a few scars that, as with the first body, appeared to have come in battle.
“Answers,” I said, “but all I have is more questions.”
“About his teeth?” Temi raised her eyebrows.
I sat back on my heels. “I thought that if he had some cavities, it’d be a clue that he was a modern dude dressed to look like a primitive dude. You didn’t see much of that before sugars and processed foods were introduced to cultures around the world.”
“But he doesn’t have any?”
“Nope. Perfect teeth with a jaw large enough to let all his wisdom teeth come in without trouble. Lots of theories on the why, but that’s getting rarer these days.”
“Guys?” Simon said from the end of the chamber where he was staring into the last alcove. He had his hand flat against... nothing. It was as if there were a window there, but I didn’t see any glass. Maybe it was simply too clean and perfect to see from where I stood. The stone columns framing that alcove hadn’t been smashed. “I think these are stasis chambers,” Simon said.
“They’re what?” I asked. “And if the words star or trek come up in your explanation, I’m going to thump you over the head with that big shield.”
Simon had his mouth open, about to launch into his answer, but he closed it and glowered at me before starting again. “In Space Seed, an episode of an excellent but at the time under appreciated space-based adventure show—” I rolled my eyes, but he pressed on, “—a team of genetically engineered super men who’d tried to take over the planet were cryonically frozen and placed into stasis chambers inside a ship that was launched into space. These superior beings were revived by the crew of the Enterprise before the captain realized what they were dealing with.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve seen it. These guys weren’t frozen though.” I rubbed my fingers at the memory of the lingering warmth of the dead man’s lips.
“That’s just what happened in the story,” Simon said. “Maybe these chambers used some other kind of technology to keep their specimens alive. Alive but in a biologically suspended state.”
“Swords, glowing relics, advanced technology, and robot monsters,” I muttered. “Someone want to let me know whether we’re wandering through a fantasy movie or a science fiction one, because I’m getting mixed messages here?”
Simon shrugged. “Does it matter?”
“I want to know whether we should be looking for a warlock to help us build a magical artifact of doom to destroy the evil wizard behind this or a scientist to construct an electromagnetic field generator to wipe out the nefarious aliens’ super technology.”
This statement earned me blank looks from Temi and Simon. Apparently they weren’t impressed with my tendency to get sarcastic and cranky when the world wasn’t working right. 
Shaking my head, I walked past more destroyed alcoves on my way to look at the undamaged one in front of Simon. I passed three more bodies along the way. One wore the dark garb of a ninja, one had the headdress and jade axe of a Mayan warrior, and one was clad in the helmet and armor of a Roman centurion.
“They’re all from different time periods,” I told Simon. “They couldn’t have been snatched up and frozen here at the same time. Not to mention that they’re all here, thousands of miles from where they’re from. Who would have brought them to Arizona? And for what purpose? I think it’s more likely that...” I rubbed my face. “Ugh, this is sounding more science fiction-y all the time, but maybe someone found samples of DNA and grew them from scratch.”
“Oh, like Jurassic Park,” Simon said.
“Is everything a movie or TV show for you?”
“No... that one was a book. It was a book first, anyway.”
“Maybe if we keep hunting around, we’ll stumble across the secret lab where it was all done,” I said. Not exactly the archaeological find I’d hoped to make down here, but nothing about this day—or week—was going as planned, so I don’t know why I’d expected something different from these caves.
“Oh,” Simon said again, this time with an enthusiastic bounce, “maybe the monster was the scientist’s first creation, and the reason it’s back here destroying everything is because—”
One of the rocks half burying the Roman centurion shifted and tumbled down the pile. I jumped a yard. 
More helpfully, Temi pointed her flashlight at the body. My breath caught. His eyes were open, his face contorted in a rictus of pain. As with the other warriors, his chest had been torn open by claws and his neck slashed, but the creature must have been in a hurry for it hadn’t severed the jugular. The man tried to turn his head to look at us, but ended up gasping, short wheezing breaths. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.
I wasn’t sure whether to run from him or try to comfort him. Was he an enemy? Or a friend? Or neither? Just a victim?
Temi didn’t hesitate. She knelt by the pile and took the man’s hand. 
He looked at her, his dark brown eyes full of pain. He whispered something, urgency lacing his tone.
“What?” Temi asked.
I crept forward. I could barely hear him. 
“I don’t know what he’s saying,” Temi told me. “It’s not English.”
I knelt at his head. “It’s Latin.” I didn’t know if that made perfect sense or blew my other theory out of the water. If some American geneticists were engineering super warriors for who knew what purposes, why wouldn’t they teach their soldiers English? Who was even around to teach Latin any more, especially the verbal form? 
“He keeps saying the same thing over and over,” Temi said. “What does it mean?”
“I am my own... man? No, erus is master. Lord.”
The centurion turned his head toward Simon, gasped, and tried to sit up. Rubble tumbled down the pile. He spit out another sentence, then coughs overtook him. Blood sprayed from his mouth and he flopped back down. He tried one more time to speak, but failed. The rigidity left his body, and his eyes rolled upward, unfocused.
I rubbed a hand down my face, blinking a few times. All of this was too strange, too upsetting. Why’d we ever get involved?
“Uh,” Simon said.
He’d turned toward the tunnels the monster had used to leave the chamber. Two familiar figures were standing there, one holding the curved sword, its silver glow illuminating the air around him more effectively than a flashlight. Jakatra. Eleriss stood at his side, staring at us in disbelief.
I realized the Roman hadn’t been looking at Simon when he spat out those last words.
“What did he say?” Temi whispered. She must have realized the same thing.
I responded in a whisper of my own, not wanting our black-clad friends to overhear. “Don’t let them enslave you.”
 



 
CHAPTER 25
 
I hadn’t needed to worry about whispering. Eleriss and Jakatra were busy pointing at us and arguing with each other in their own language. 
“I don’t suppose you know what they’re saying?” Temi murmured. 
I was still waiting for the final verdict on the language, but I ventured, “If I had to guess? ‘How did those idiots get down here?’”
I stepped away from the Roman to join Simon in facing Eleriss and Jakatra. A few minutes ago, I would have been relieved to see them. After hearing the soldier’s last words, I was less certain that their appearance was a good thing. What if they were the mad scientists behind everything? 
The argument ended, and Jakatra strode toward us. His gaze flicked toward Temi—she’d come up to stand at our backs—but it returned to Simon, as if he were in charge. Jakatra stopped two paces from him and extended a hand, one long finger pointing between Simon’s eyes. The fact that he held his big sword in his other hand made the gesture all the more threatening. I fingered the grip of my bullwhip, though I didn’t fancy the idea of skirmishing with him again.
“You will leave now,” Jakatra said.
“We came to warn you about the creature,” I said. “It dropped in through the ceiling back there. It’s here now. Close.”
Jakatra glanced at the destroyed alcoves. “Obviously.”
“Has it attacked you? What does it want?”
“This is none of your concern. It’s—”
“Jakatra,” Eleriss whispered. He had his own weapon out, the serrated dagger, and he’d turned to face one of the dark side passages.
Jakatra sniffed the air, and he too spun in that direction. I hadn’t heard a thing yet, but their reactions told me enough. I grabbed an arrow out of my quiver and readied the bow. Rock scraped rock behind us. I whirled, expecting to see the creature charging from that direction, but it was Temi, pulling the spear out of the first alcove. 
“Good idea,” Simon muttered and grabbed a katana out of the ninja’s stash.
I eyed the centurion’s sword for a second, but decided it’d be better to stick with a weapon I knew how to use. Jakatra waited in a combat stance, the sword raised to shoulder level, blade pointed forward, ready to strike. 
I had no more time to think about it. A black shape charged out of the shadows of the nearest tunnel. Though Eleriss was the closest person, it blasted straight toward Jakatra. 
I might have had time to loose an arrow, but I hesitated, afraid it’d turn toward me if I annoyed it, and in that split second it crossed the chamber. It had to weigh five times as much as Jakatra. A sane person would have run. He waited like a statue. At the last instant, he leaped to the side, the sword whipping around so fast it blurred. 
His blow would have decapitated a lion or tiger. The sword bit into the creature’s hide, but only an inch deep. It was enough to make the creature lurch backward, a startled snarl escaping its lips. 
Jakatra followed, taking several more swipes with the glowing blade. The creature batted at it with its paws, but its strikes seemed slow in comparison. Or maybe it was that Jakatra was so fast—his movements were hard to follow. One moment he was in the predator’s face, slashing at its eyes, and the next he’d hopped over its lunging reach, landing on its shoulder to run down its back, stabbing and cutting every step of the way. 
During a rare moment when there were a few feet of space between Jakatra and the creature, Temi threw her spear. It struck one of the sleek black haunches and bounced off. The creature didn’t notice; it merely lunged at Jakatra.
Feeling I should be attempting to help as well, I loosed an arrow the next time the combatants were separated. It struck the creature’s shoulder, but also bounced off. Again, if it noticed, it wasn’t apparent. 
“Stop throwing your worthless weapons at it,” Jakatra said. “They cannot damage it.”
I flushed. I’d understood that but had thought we might at least distract it. But if he didn’t want help...
I met Eleriss’s eyes on the other side of the fight, and his expression was surprisingly sympathetic. Maybe he’d heard similar commands from his comrade. He remained in a ready position, his dagger at the ready, but it didn’t appear to have any special properties, not like the sword.
Jakatra lunged in, feinting a frontal assault only to duck under a swiping paw to slash his sword at the side of the beast’s ribcage, if it had a ribcage. 
The creature howled, a high-pitched noise that reminded me more of a siren than an animal’s cry. It sounded like frustration rather than pain. Jakatra didn’t have its strength or bulk or armored hide, but the predator couldn’t land a blow on him. I was reminded again that whatever he was, he wasn’t entirely human.
Jakatra eluded a lunging attack and leaped straight up, somersaulting over the monster’s head before landing on its back. He’d twisted in midair, then slammed the sword down onto the creature’s neck, right below its skull. It should have been a killing blow, and indeed another high-pitched yowl burst forth from its mouth, but it reared and shook him off. Jakatra was flung several feet, and I raised the bow, fearing the monster would charge him when he landed.
But the creature howled again, then whirled and loped toward the nearest tunnel. Jakatra ran after it, stabbing it once more with the blade and drawing another cry. The monster only ran faster and soon outdistanced him.
Eleriss called out, his tone one of urgency and command. Jakatra slowed to a trot and stopped before he could disappear into the tunnel after the creature. He spewed a few sentences full of clipped words back at Eleriss, who merely shrugged and waved for him to return.
Something black had fallen to the ground during the fight. It took me a moment to realize it was Jakatra’s wool cap—he’d lost it somewhere amidst the somersaults and being hurled off the creature’s back. He had a ponytail of dark blond hair—we’d known that—and he also had—I stared—a pair of pointed ears. The bottom halves were as normal as any person’s, but the tops... yes, they were distinctly pointed.
“Do you see...?” I whispered.
“I see,” Simon whispered back.
“What are they?” Temi breathed.
Jakatra stalked over, grabbed his cap, and stuffed it into his pocket. He looked more defiant than mortified that his... unique cranial features had been revealed. 
“We can damage the jibtab,” Eleriss explained to our group without acknowledging Jakatra’s bare head, “but it is, as you saw, a battle of attrition.”
“To kill it will take a great many blows. We must set a trap for it,” Jakatra said, speaking to his comrade and ignoring us, though he did deign to use English. 
“Unfortunately, the jibtab is clever.”
I decided not to mention that we were only down here because it had trapped us.
Simon raised a hand. “We’re good at setting traps.”
Jakatra gave him a disdainful sneer, said something in his own language, and stalked up the chamber to study each of the alcoves in turn.
“What’d he say?” Simon asked Eleriss.
“Do you really want to know?” I asked.
“My comrade observed that you are holding that weapon incorrectly if you wish to use it.” Eleriss pointed to the katana.
Somehow I doubted the original words had been as politic. 
“I don’t suppose you’d care to explain these dead people,” I said.
“No,” Eleriss said. “You must leave now. Forget what you’ve seen.”
“We’d be happy to, but the door’s been locked.”
Eleriss tilted his head. 
“The creature shoved a boulder over the tunnel entrance,” I said. “We’d need you to burn a new hole to the surface for us to leave.”
As soon as I said it, a part of me wished I hadn’t given him the idea. He might boot us out right that moment, and I was more curious than ever about what was going on down here. Especially now that we were standing next to someone who could hold off the creature...
I frowned at the train of thought. Not five minutes ago, a dying man had pointed at Jakatra and Eleriss and said not to let them enslave us. I couldn’t let myself think we were safe around them.
“There is no time for that,” Jakatra said from behind me.
I jumped. I hadn’t heard him approach. Temi, too, looked surprised and took a step back from him. No longer so intrigued after she’d heard the centurion’s dying words?
“These are all dead,” Jakatra continued, ignoring us. His words were for Eleriss. “We should not have bypassed—” He glanced at us, then finished speaking in his own language.
“We must reach the last station before the jibtab,” Eleriss said, striding toward one of the tunnels, not the one the creature had chosen.
Jakatra fell into step at his side.
I shrugged at my comrades, and they shrugged back. With few other options, we jogged to catch up with them. They’d have to get out when they were done doing whatever it was they were doing, and that’d be our chance to escape as well.
The tunnel we entered was wide enough for Temi, Simon, and me to walk side by side, though the floor had the evenness of a rock slide, and we had to scramble up and down lumpy hills. Temi kept up, but sweat soon bathed her brow.
“What happens if he turns that sword on us?” she whispered.
“No point in killing us now,” Simon said. “We can be cannon fodder for them.”
“Any theory on the ears?” I murmured. I’d been waiting for Simon to triumphantly exclaim that his hypothesis had been correct and that Star Trek aliens were real.
“We already knew they weren’t human, at least not entirely,” Simon said. “From the blood sample.”
“I’m surprised you’re not eager to proclaim them Vulcans.”
“Vulcans have green blood.”
Not to mention being make believe... 
“All right, then what has red blood and pointed ears?” I asked. “The experiment of some mad scientist who happens to be a Gene Roddenberry fan?”
“I was thinking elves,” Simon whispered.
“Elves? Come on, this isn’t RealmSaga.”
“No? That elf is toting a magical sword around.”
I jostled him as we clambered up a bumpy slope. “Please.”
“What, they didn’t make you take mythology as part of your degree?” Simon asked. “Elves come up in a lot of cultures’ old stories.”
“Oh, I know,” I said. “They were one of the misbegotten creatures mentioned in Beowulf, and they were all over Norse mythology, not to mention that they star on cookie boxes these days. Perhaps we should ask those two if they bake chocolate-covered shortbread treats from a kitchen inside a tree?”
Up ahead, Jakatra and Eleriss exchanged glances. I had a feeling our whispers weren’t as soft as we’d like, so I dropped the conversation. Temi had fallen behind. I slowed down to wait for her. Just because the creature had given up for the moment didn’t mean it wouldn’t try for Jakatra again—or take out its fury on some easier prey along the way.
Temi waved for us to go on. “I’ll catch up.”
I waited anyway, adding my flashlight’s beam to her own to better illuminate her path. Simon waited too. 
The glow of Jakatra’s sword faded from sight when he turned a bend. The passage was a lot darker with only the power of our flashlights to drive back the blackness. 
Temi caught up, and we started again, only to halt when a bright yellow warmth bled into the tunnel from around that bend. 
“What’s that?” I asked. “More than the sword.” It was as if a bank of lights had been turned on. 
“Let’s find out.” Temi urged us forward.
Despite my resolution to wait for her, I found myself jogging at the end. If there were more people in alcoves, I felt obligated to try and help them before the monster found them and attacked. Or before our pointy-eared friends did something to them. Who knew if their plans were any friendlier than those of the creature?
I rounded the bend ahead of the others, entering a chamber of alcoves like the first one, except that a couple of impressive stalactites dangled from the ceiling with water dripping from their tips. The rivulets ran down the slope, filling a pool in front of a striated wall. A round oval on the ceiling was acting like a light fixture, shedding powerful illumination that pushed the shadows from every corner of space. It also brightened the four alcoves, these with the stone columns still framing their entrances. I picked out another Roman, this one from an earlier era, a Mongol warrior, a Celt in chain mail, and a Spartan hoplite in crimson chiton and cloak with a spear, shield, and short sword. We hadn’t seen anyone from a period later than 1500 CE or so. No suitable warriors to select from in recent centuries? Or was someone a fan of the earlier time periods?
At the moment, the men appeared like statues, though their feet dangled a foot above the stone floor, their bodies suspended in midair. Their eyes were closed, as if they slept. Eleriss had gone to the end and waved his hand, causing an oval that I could only guess was a control panel to protrude an inch. It was made from the same limestone as the cavern wall and blended seamlessly. If there’d been a similar panel in the other chamber, I hadn’t noticed it.
Jakatra waved at the first two men, made a disgusted sound, and spoke a few words in his own tongue.
Trying not to draw their attention, I sidled closer. I paused to consider the last man more thoroughly, not only because he had a handsome face—I could imagine some sculptor trying to get him to stand still in pre-photography days to capture his prominent cheekbones and strong jaw—but because he might be some ancestor of mine. Well, probably not—my grandparents claimed they could trace our family’s heritage all the way back to the scholars and philosophers of Athens, people who probably would have sniffed in disdain at Sparta’s militaristic isolationism. Still, we had the country in common. If he’s real, I reminded myself. Then I shook my head because I had no idea what “real” would mean. These couldn’t possibly be actual human beings who’d been snatched from different periods of history. They had to be a part of someone’s modern science experiment. Fakes. 
Yeah? Then why had that fake Roman spoken real Latin?
“Stand back,” Eleriss said.
He was talking to me. He stood before his control panel, a hand raised. Jakatra had returned to the tunnel mouth—it seemed to be the only entrance leading into this chamber, though Simon was poking around in a giant alcove on the wall opposite of the smaller ones. Temi was waiting near the tunnel as well, the old spear still in her grip. Simon leaned closer to examine something on a stone wall. Maybe he’d found the laboratory. I ought to go check, but I wanted to see these men returned to life, if that was what Eleriss intended. I took my step back and waited.
He lifted both hands to the panel and tapped against it, as if he were typing on a keyboard—except that I couldn’t see any keys. I might have moved in for a better look, but something was happening inside the chambers. Light seeped out of the sides, and thanks to Simon’s mention of cryonics, I thought of a heat lamp thawing slabs of frozen meat. It wasn’t as if there were ice crystals glittering on the men’s eyelashes, but the image persisted. 
The lights winked out in the first two alcoves first. The men dropped like rocks and pitched forward face-first. 
Though I’d already stepped back, I jumped back farther. They didn’t move.
Jakatra said something that I interpreted as, “I told you so,” and Eleriss’s, “Kss tess” might have been an, “I know.”
“Those two... didn’t make it?” I asked.
“It has been centuries since these units were serviced,” Eleriss said. “Mechanical failure is unfortunate but expected after such inattention.”
“Centuries?” I mouthed and met Temi’s eyes. She shrugged back at me. I would have shared incredulous looks with Simon, too, but he’d figured out how to turn on a light—or perhaps it had simply come on automatically at his presence—and didn’t seem to be paying attention to what was going on out here.
“Are you saying that these are human beings that were taken from their people for—” my mind cringed away from the word experimentation, “—some reason and frozen here until they were needed again?”
“Frozen?” Eleriss asked.
“Yeah, like cryonics.”
Eleriss said a few words to Jakatra and received a one-word response.
“Oh, no, that would require extensive repair to tissues,” Eleriss said. “This process is different.”
“Care to explain it?”
“Your language lacks the words.”
“Words can be combined and altered to have new meanings. You could try to explain it.”
“Your people also lack the... foundation to understand,” Eleriss said.
My fingers were clenched into fists. I forced them to unwind. What was I going to do? Punch him for calling humans stupid? I didn’t necessarily disagree; I just found his answers more frustrating than silence. 
“Is it possible,” Temi asked, “that the others died that way as well? That they were already dead when the creature came, and that they didn’t... suffer?”
I grimaced, understanding the question. Though the Roman had clearly not been dead beforehand, it’d be easier to stomach the grisly treatment of the others if we could believe they’d died long ago.
“No,” Eleriss said, apparently not one to lie, even if it would make a woman feel better. “Those chambers were all functioning adequately. In reflection, we should have woken those people first, but they were...” He glanced at Jakatra, as if wondering if he’d said too much.
Jakatra was listening, but he didn’t glower or shake his head this time. That made me uneasy. Why did I have the feeling he thought we’d already learned too much, and it didn’t matter what else was said, because he wasn’t planning on letting us out of this place? I eyed the alcoves, wondering if they could be reused. The centurion’s warning ran through my mind again.
“They were the worst criminals,” Eleriss continued. “It is unlikely we could have worked with any of them.”
“The worst?” I asked. “Are you saying these were all criminals?”
“Yes.”
“What were their crimes?”
“Sabotage. Torture. Murder.”
“Then why were they preserved?” I was no longer certain I wanted to feel a sense of kinship with the Spartan. “Why weren’t they hung or quartered or whatever they did back then?”
“It is not our people’s way to kill if there is a viable alternative.” Eleriss glanced at Jakatra, or maybe he was looking at the tunnel.
“Your people.” I had about a thousand questions, including one asking who the heck his people were, but I was still trying to wrap my mind around these hibernating men. “Why would your people have chosen their punishment when they’re human beings? They are human beings, aren’t they?”
“They are, but their crimes were against my people.” 
“Centuries ago?” I massaged the back of my neck. Was he saying that his people had been here, on Earth, hundreds of years ago? I glanced at the Spartan. Make that thousands of years ago.
“Yes.”
Jakatra said something and pointed at the Celt and the Spartan. 
“Yes,” Eleriss said, “I will try.”
“Are these the least worst of the criminals?” I asked. It was stupid—the Spartan should be no different to me than any of the others—but I wanted him not to be a murderer. 
Eleriss hesitated. “No. We went to those men first, but their units had also failed.” He turned his back to me, as if to say he was done answering questions, and typed on the invisible keyboard again.
I was watching the Spartan, so I almost failed to notice the walls light up in the Celt’s alcove. They highlighted a ruddy face beneath a thick red beard and a squashed nose that had been broken a time or two. He had a barrel chest beneath his chain mail and a golden torc gleamed about his neck. His stout legs were clad in plaid trousers and, and he gripped an iron long sword before him. I happened to be looking at his face when his eyes popped open. They were a vivid green that would have been captivating, but there was a wildness about them that repelled me.
His feet hit the ground and the clear barrier that contained the alcoves faded away. He burst from the chamber with a roar. Even if I’d studied his language, I doubt I would have understood him. He brandished his sword, spun around the room, his eyes searching but not seemingly seeing or focusing until he spotted me. Then he charged. 
I backpedaled and tripped over the uneven ground. He raised his sword, his eyes full of deadly intent. 
I rolled away as it descended and scrabbled for my bullwhip. I had a vague notion of snapping it around his hilt and yanking the weapon free, but that might be a hopeless fantasy—I’d settle for not being hewn in half.
Metal squealed against metal. By the time I scrambled to my feet—it couldn’t have taken more than a second—Jakatra was battling the man. The Celt’s roars continued, cries full of rage and fear. I sensed that he hadn’t seen me for a human being and that he wasn’t seeing Jakatra properly either. I had absolutely no idea what to do with that information.
With that wicked glowing blade, Jakatra lopped the long sword off above the cross-guard. The metal blade banged as it struck the stone floor, but the Celt didn’t stop his attack. He tore out a belt knife and lunged at Jakatra. 
I looked at Eleriss, hoping he had some backup plan, a tranquilizer or something. His shoulders were slumped in sadness—or defeat.
Though I’d seen Jakatra’s agility against the creature, the Celt was pushing him back with his unrelenting fury and rage. That dagger came close to drawing blood. Jakatra’s face remained calm, and even though his back approached a wall, I thought he could handle himself. Indeed, he nodded as if he’d been contemplating some great decision. I didn’t guess what it might be until he parried a dagger attack and then, his body and arms moving impossibly fast, drove the curving edge of his sword into the Celt’s chest.
 



 
CHAPTER 26
 
I startled myself with a screech of “What?”—I didn’t usually screech, but watching a man killed in front of you tends to erode your veneer of civilization. I whirled toward Eleriss. “You stood there and told me you were so superior and evolved that you don’t kill people. What do you call this?”
“Superior?” Eleriss asked. “No, I do not believe this.”
“What about him?” I jabbed a finger toward Jakatra; he’d pulled his sword free and was cleaning off the blood as calmly as one could imagine.
Eleriss didn’t answer the question. Instead he pointed at the fallen man. “He suffered the madness. He would have kept trying to kill us all if we hadn’t stopped him. He wouldn’t have understood any of it. What he saw... only he knew, but it was more merciful to end his life than prolong it.” Eleriss met my eyes, his clear blue-green ones solemn. “Jakatra saved your life.”
Yes, and he was the last person I wanted to be beholden to. I thought about sharing the plan I’d had to tear the long sword free with my whip, but I was deluding myself if I thought I could have survived that much power and rage on my own. “Yeah, thanks,” I mumbled in Jakatra’s direction.
A hand came to rest on my shoulder. “Are you all right?” Simon whispered.
“Dandy,” I said, though at the moment, I was wishing I was back at my parents’ house, doing something vapid like playing a computer game or watching kitten videos on the Internet.
Jakatra and Eleriss had a quick conversation, each pointing several times at the Spartan. I hoped the gist was that they couldn’t kill this one.
“Is this the last chance?” Simon asked.
“Yes,” Eleriss said, “he is the last one.”
“To do what?” Temi asked from the wall near the tunnel. It was the first thing she’d said since the Celt leaped out of his cubby. I wonder if she’d been as shocked by his death as I had.
“Yeah,” I said, “what is it you hope to do down here anyway?” And why was that monster so hell-bent on stopping you? I glanced at the tunnel again, wondering if it was even now licking its wounds somewhere and preparing for another attack.
Eleriss had turned his back and was typing again, but he responded. “Find someone who is capable of wielding the sword to protect your people from what is coming.”
“What is coming?” I mouthed. 
“Jakatra and I are trying to nullify this jibtab, but we expect... many more. Your people will have to deal with them.”
“Why?” I croaked, then cleared my throat, trying to kick out the frog dangling from my tonsils.
“This is not our home,” Eleriss said. “Though I am intrigued by this world, Jakatra is a reluctant traveling companion, and he will not stay indefinitely.”
“No,” I said, “I mean why are all these monsters, jibtabs, whatevers going to be showing up?”
“That is... as your people say, a long story.” Eleriss raised a hand. “Stand back.”
I was still “back” from before, but given the way the last man had torn out of the alcove, I supposed a few more steps wouldn’t hurt. I tried not to look at the dead Celt as the lights came on, shining on the Spartan. Jakatra waited a few paces from me, his sword out. Temi took a few steps away from the wall, her spear at the ready. I couldn’t bring myself to remove my bullwhip from my belt or draw an arrow. I couldn’t understand all of what Eleriss had said, or more precisely what he had yet to say, but if this man was some kind of last chance for us—for humanity?—I didn’t want to greet him with weapons.
In the alcove, the Spartan’s eyes opened first, just as the Celt’s had. They were a deep brown that matched his olive skin and the wavy brown hair that fell past his shoulders. There was confusion in those eyes, but they didn’t seem to hold the madness that had afflicted the other man. I crossed my fingers, hoping I was right and not letting my emotions color my rationale. 
When he was released from the invisible hold and his feet dropped to the floor, he landed in a crouch. He didn’t charge out the way the first man had, but he lowered his spear and pulled his shield into a defensive position in front of him. I remembered that the Spartans had been trained to attack en masse as a phalanx. This guy was all alone, a phalanx of one.
His dark eyes scanned the chamber, lingering for a moment on Jakatra, who hadn’t bothered to put the cap back on. The Spartan didn’t seem surprised by those pointed ears, only wary. Like the Roman, he’d seen people like these before. 
Eleriss stepped away from the control panel and spread empty hands. He asked a question in his language, speaking slowly and enunciating the words. I thought about taking out my phone to record him, but we already had a sample some college computer was fumbling over. 
I watched the Spartan’s face, wondering if he’d understand the strange tongue. He didn’t seem surprised by it, but he didn’t respond either. He wasn’t saying a word, simply studying everything and everyone around him. When his gaze landed on Simon and me, I could only wonder what someone from more than twenty-five hundred years in the past would think of us and our crazy garb. Next I wondered if I actually believed he was from twenty-five hundred years in the past, or anything that was going on around me for that matter. Maybe I’d wake soon and find it had all been a dream.
Eleriss repeated his question, then glanced at Jakatra as if to ask, “Why isn’t this working?”
The Spartan—I wished I knew his name—rose from his crouch. He was taller than expected of someone from that time period, six feet with his bare arms full of corded muscle. I’d guess him in his late twenties if I met him on the street, but something in his eyes made him seem older, like someone who’d seen far more than typical for his years.
He pinned Eleriss with a defiant gaze and spoke a sentence or two. Eleriss looked... confused. I hadn’t understood it either, but there was a familiarity to it that the other language lacked. I wouldn’t have guessed what it was if he weren’t standing in front of me in Spartan garb, but it had to be Ancient Greek. Too bad I’d only ever seen it in writing.
Eleriss kept asking the man the same question. He truly expected the Spartan to understand his language and respond in kind. When the Spartan spoke again, it was only to repeat what he’d said in his own tongue, something neither Eleriss nor Jakatra knew. The repetition helped me, and I thought I had the gist. I knew modern Greek, after all. Granted the language had changed a lot in two and a half millennia, but I’d studied the ancient language in school and thought I could get along fabulously with this fellow if he’d write things down for me. He ought to be literate. I was positive an Athenian would be, but I thought reading and writing had been a part of the Spartan Agoge too, even if the school had focused on creating warriors.
“He refuses to talk to you in your tongue,” I told Eleriss. 
“Yes, that is being made clear to me.” Eleriss tilted his head, regarding me with new eyes. “Do you understand his language?”
“Some,” I said aloud. Very little, I thought.
“Really?” Simon asked.
I gave him a quick nod but didn’t say anything else. The Spartan was looking at me now, though it didn’t last long. He went back to scanning the chamber, his gaze returning often to Jakatra. He struck me as someone looking for a way to escape. 
You don’t want to go out there, I wanted to tell him. He’d find the world exceedingly weird, and it would feel similarly toward him. I imagined the soldiers or police stopping him, or worse, him being hit by a car without ever knowing what one was. 
“You must speak to him then,” Eleriss told me.
“Er?” Given time, I thought I could learn to communicate with him, but now? On the spot? 
Unfortunately, every set of eyes in the room turned toward me, including the Spartan’s. I said the only Ancient Greek words that came to mind. “Ō ksein’, angellein Lakedaimoniois hoti tēide keimetha, tois keinōn rhēmasi peithomenoi.”
The man stared at me, making me doubt my pronunciation. Though it was probably more the randomness of the quotation.
“What’d you say?” Simon whispered.
“The epithet carved in the stone at Thermopylae,” I whispered back. 
“What? Why?”
“It’s the only thing from that time period I have memorized, all right?” Of course, I had no idea if this fellow was from that time period. I wasn’t such an expert on the clothing and weapons that I could do more than pin him to about a four-hundred-year range.
“What’s it mean?” Simon asked. 
“Go tell the Spartans, stranger passing by, that here obedient to their laws we lie.”
“Oh, yeah, I’m sure he’ll find that comforting.”
“Sh, it’s a beautiful example of an elegiac couplet from Ancient Greece.” Beautiful example or not, Simon was right. My statement had been out of context and would mean nothing to the Spartan. “I can do better with pen and paper,” I told Eleriss. “It’s like Latin—nobody has spoken it for a long time.”
Simon shrugged off his backpack and unzipped it.
“You have pen and paper?” I asked. He was the last person I expected to have something so archaic.
“Better.” He smiled and held up his tablet, then pulled up the notes app.
I pointed at the digital keyboard. “The English alphabet isn’t going to be a big help here.”
“Oh, right.” He switched to a drawing app. “How’s this?”
While I was fussing with the program, wondering how someone who had yet to leave something legible on an electronic signature pad was going to draw Ancient Greek letters with her finger, Jakatra said something that sounded derogatory and strode toward the hoplite with his sword. The Spartan dropped back into his fighting crouch and angled the spear toward Jakatra’s chest. Jakatra stopped and spewed out a line of indecipherable words. The Spartan’s face never changed expression.
“Let us wait to approach him until we are certain he understands,” Eleriss said.
“He understands,” Jakatra said. “He must. He is only pretending otherwise.”
“We cannot be certain.”
Jakatra pointed at the control panel. “What does his record say? How long was he with our people?”
Eleriss tapped a few spots on the wall. “Four years. That is long enough that one would expect him to have grasped the language. But we do not know how he was used. Perhaps a deliberate choice was made not to educate him.”
While they were talking, I was writing, but I was listening too. “Why was he taken?” I asked, still trying to figure out what all these people were doing down here. 
Without answering, Jakatra walked over and stared down at the tablet. “Tell him we need him to hold this sword to see if it responds to him.”
“I thought I’d start with his name,” I said.
“Woman, the jibtab hunts us. There is no time for pleasantries.”
If Jakatra wasn’t going to answer my questions, I saw no reason to chat with him. Tablet in hand, I headed for the Spartan.
“Careful, Del,” Simon said, trailing at my heels. “Don’t get too close.”
I waved him back. “He won’t see a woman as a threat.” 
Of course, if he was truly a criminal, he might not care whether I was a threat or not. I could feel my heart thudding in my chest as I approached. The Spartan noticed me, but his attention remained on Jakatra. I waved him back too. He didn’t move until Eleriss said a word. Jakatra stalked back to the tunnel entrance. It’d been a while since we’d seen the creature; I hoped it had been significantly injured in the battle and had fled back to wherever it had come from. Somehow I doubted we’d be that lucky.
Finally, with Jakatra across the chamber and Eleriss without a visible weapon, the Spartan lowered his spear and faced me. He kept the shield up.
I stopped a couple of paces away and held up the tablet. I read the words aloud, though I was hoping he could read, because I was more certain of my writing than my pronunciation. “My name is Delia. My grandmother was born in Athens. We are thousands of miles from there. I do not know how you came to be here; these people will explain nothing to me. They want something from you. Do you understand? What is your name?”
He listened to my full speech and followed along on the tablet—I had to turn to a new “page” three times—though I couldn’t tell what he understood, if anything. Finally he responded.
“Alektryon.”
I grinned at this communication, however basic. For all I knew, he’d only understood the last question, but I wouldn’t bet on it. The word laconic came from the old word for Sparta—Lacedaemon. 
He—Alektryon—asked something then. I only caught a word of it. “Time.”
I wrote on the pad again, then held it up and asked, “Can you write your words? My Greek is much different from yours. Many generations have passed.” I hoped he didn’t ask about the stasis chambers, as Simon had called them, because I had no idea how they worked.
Alektryon had watched my finger make the words, but he didn’t reach for the tablet. I didn’t know if it was because he was stunned by the technology or if he didn’t want to release his weapons. Some of both, perhaps.
He uttered a short phrase that I got the gist of: “How long?”
I almost asked him what year it’d been the last time he’d checked, but it’d been a long time since I looked at an Ancient Greek calendar. “What was happening in Sparta when you were... there last? Significant events,” I added, afraid he’d tell me about a friend’s victory at the Olympics or some skirmish with the helots.
His lips flattened. “Thermopylae.”
“Oh.” My random choice hadn’t been so pointless after all. “About twenty-six hundred years then.”
He blinked slowly, looking me up and down. I supposed jeans and a T-shirt didn’t look all that futuristic—I’d certainly expect something more interesting if I were zapped forward a couple thousand years in time. His gaze lingered on the tablet. Yeah, a computer might make the story more believable. Overall, he was surprisingly calm about the revelation. I wondered what he’d seen in that four years he’d been with Eleriss’s people—and what they’d done to him. I supposed it was early to make judgments, but he didn’t strike me as some criminal. Murder, Eleriss had said. But in what context? As a soldier, he would have been expected to fight to the death to defend his homeland.
Alektryon said something else that I struggled with, and I smiled and held up the tablet hopefully. 
He shook his head once and said a single word. “Enemies.” He looked at Jakatra and Eleriss, then back to me, a question on his face, one that seemed to ask, “Why are you with them?”
Before I could scribble out an answer, a deep groan sounded in the distance. I remembered the creature pushing over stone columns to destroy the stasis chambers. What might it be up to now?
“The jibtab,” Eleriss said.
“We’re out of time.” Jakatra stepped forward again. “Tell him to try the sword. If it doesn’t respond to him, this has all been a waste of time. I’ll have to kill the jibtab.” 
The Spartan’s spear came up again.
“He’s not going to let you near him without a fight,” I said. “Here, why don’t you hand me the sword, and I’ll hand it to him?”
Jakatra glowered thoughtfully at me—what, did he think I intended to steal it? Well, I had been enthused by his gold coins. In the end, he flipped it and approached, the hilt extended toward me.
I wrapped my hand around it, surprised by the cool satiny texture of the overwrap. It sure wasn’t leather. At the same time, it managed to have a porous quality, and I imagined it absorbed sweat efficiently. Before I could further examine the weapon, the glow faded and went out completely. 
“Thus an unspoken question is answered,” Eleriss said.
“There is nothing about her to suggest shared blood,” Jakatra said. 
“There were far fewer humans on Earth in those days. Some have suggested that all modern people here may share blood.”
“An unappealing thought. Regardless, their generations pass quickly. By this time, it would be too diluted to matter.”
“Uhm,” Simon said, “what are we talking about?”
“I don’t know, but I’m not sure whether it’s better when they’re talking in their language or not,” I said. My curiosity wanted to hear anything they would share, but I couldn’t let go of my earlier thought that if they were letting us hear all this, maybe they didn’t intend for us to leave this cavern.
“Give him the sword,” Jakatra ordered.
I turned it as he’d done, careful not to touch the edge—I didn’t have to peer close to see how sharp it was—, and extended the hilt toward Alektryon. He leaned the spear against the wall—he still hadn’t left his alcove—and grasped it. For a few seconds, nothing happened, then the blade started to glow. It was a faint glow compared to the luminous emission the sword had given off in Jakatra’s hand, but it was more than I’d gotten.
Alektryon wasn’t watching the glow—he was considering Jakatra, or perhaps considering that his “enemy” no longer carried a weapon. Calculation glittered in his dark eyes. I stepped back a couple of paces, not wanting to get in the way if he decided to try something. I wouldn’t be sad to see Jakatra disappear, but I remembered his inhuman speed and didn’t know if the sword by itself would provide enough of an advantage for Alektryon to best him. Jakatra was watching him right back, and his stance seemed to say, “Come on, kid. Try me.”
Alektryon considered the confines of his alcove again, and his face grew bleak. He must believe he risked being locked up for another eternity if his attack failed. He flipped the weapon in his grip and tossed it to Jakatra who caught it with one hand.
Alektryon said something in his own language, but I struggled to translate it. I held up the tablet again, hoping he’d be willing to try writing on it. Sure, the technology would be bizarre to him, but all he had to do was drag his finger around on the screen. 
He considered it for a moment, glanced at Jakatra again, then stared into my eyes. Did he think I was trying to distract him so the others could attack or catch him off guard for some nefarious purpose? I returned his gaze and hoped I looked trustworthy. His eyes were wary, but there was more than that in their depths. Pain? Sorrow? Had he already decided he believed me and parsed what I’d said? Did he realize that everything and everyone he’d known was gone? 
He broke eye contact, and I blinked a few times, feeling oddly like I’d lost something. Alektryon checked on Jakatra and Eleriss again, then took the pad. The screen had turned off, and I eased forward to push the button to bring it back to life again. Behind me, Simon shuffled uneasily. Alektryon didn’t do anything though, not until I stepped back. Then he drew letters on the pad and held it up, as he’d seen me do.
“I will not be your slave again,” I translated.
“We do not wish to be your masters,” Eleriss said, then apparently realizing he wasn’t using a tongue the Spartan could know, spoke in his own language. 
Guessing it to be a repeat of what he’d said in English, I tried to make note of the words and what they meant.
Eleriss continued on. I harumphed in frustration because he wasn’t bothering with an English translation. Alektryon was listening to him, though he continued to give no indication as to whether he understood or not. Eleriss gave his comrade an exasperated look. 
“Let us leave this place to discuss it further,” Jakatra said. “If we act swiftly, perhaps we can find a way to trap the jibtab down here.”
Another groan came from the depths of the cavern. 
“Or it’s going to trap us down here,” Temi said. She’d left the wall to join Simon and me. She addressed me: “I’m sure you’re finding this all fascinating, but we should leave if they’ll let us.”
I thought there might be condemnation in her words—did she think I’d spent too much time talking to the Spartan when we were in danger down here?—but perhaps not. Perhaps simply some plain wisdom. Those noises were ominous.
I was on the verge of asking Simon if he’d found anything useful in the bigger alcove, but a tremor coursed through the stone beneath our feet. The lighting I’d been taking for granted flickered and went out. Though Jakatra’s sword still glowed in his grip, the contrast was distinct, with most of the chamber thrust into shadows. I snatched the flashlight from my belt, but I’d no more than flipped the switch when the overhead lamp came back on. 
“I’m ready to leave now too,” Simon announced. “Any charitable elves want to burn a hole up to the surface?”
Eleriss and Jakatra weren’t paying attention. They were staring at the last alcove. It was empty. 
I turned three hundred and sixty degrees, searching for Alektryon. He’d disappeared with all of his weapons. 
My shoulders drooped. 
“He took my tablet?” Simon protested.
A thunderous crack sounded above our heads. A portion of the ceiling caved in, and a waterfall gushed into our chamber.
 



 
CHAPTER 27
 
The lamp disappeared in the flow, and darkness crushed the chamber. By the light of the glowing sword, we saw the hundreds of gallons of water pouring into the chamber, but that light didn’t last long. The deluge crashed in right on top of Jakatra’s head. As fast as he was, he couldn’t avoid the gush. I scrambled toward the alcoves, thinking to grab onto the solid support columns, but not before seeing him swept from his feet and into the flow. I thought I heard a clang over the roar of the water, but I wasn’t certain until the light of his sword disappeared. He’d let go. Or it’d been torn from his hands by the power of the surge. Either way, we were plunged into darkness. 
“Jakatra!” Eleriss cried, followed by words in his own language. 
“Temi? Simon?” I yelled as soon as I’d gotten a grip on one of the columns. The damp stone wasn’t as reassuring as I’d hoped—its girth was too great for me to lock my arms around, and the exterior wasn’t as rough as I’d guessed, so it offered few handholds. 
“Up here,” Temi called back, her voice barely audible over the roaring water.
“Simon?” 
“Here, but—” His words were cut off in a gargled choking.
I fumbled at my belt for the flashlight. The chamber was filling fast, with the water already creeping up to my thighs. We’d need to climb back up to the other alcove room—it was at a higher elevation—but I had to round everyone up first. 
I swept my flashlight beam toward Simon, glad we’d shelled out the bucks for waterproof tools. He’d been swept halfway through the chamber, toward the pool at the back end. The pool’s borders had been buried beneath the deluge, and now water covered most of the chamber. Simon was clinging to the bottom of a stalactite, his legs stretched out behind him, the water threatening to carry him away. Away where, I didn’t know, but a strong current sucked at my legs. 
A second beam of light joined mine—Temi’s. She’d also found a column, hers at the first alcove. The water only reached her knees.
“We need to go in that direction,” I called to Simon and pointed at her.
“No problem,” he sputtered, “if you’ll just turn off the faucet...”
I patted my belt, relieved to find the bullwhip hadn’t been torn away by the encroaching water. “Give me a second. I have an idea.”
“Jakatra!” Eleriss called again, panic in his voice. It was the first time I’d heard concern or any intense emotion at all from him. Even when the creature had been attacking Jakatra, he’d remained calm.
He produced a light of his own, his beam thinner than ours and brighter, as if he had the sun harnessed in whatever tool he was using. It hardly mattered. All it showed was the chamber filling up. Jakatra was gone, sucked down into some drainage hole at the base of that pool.
“I have to go after him,” Eleriss called, speaking to me. “You need to find the sword. It’s the only tool left on this world that can fight the jibtab and those that will come after.”
Ugh, did I look like I was in charge? Why? 
He kept looking at me, waiting for an answer.
“I’m not sure where it went down, but I’ll try to find it.” All those years on swim team had to be good for something. I hoped.
Eleriss nodded once, then let go of his perch. The water immediately swept him toward the far wall, then pulled him under. I had no idea where it was taking him—to some underground reservoir with no oxygen for all I knew—or if I’d ever see him again. 
A concern for later. 
The water had climbed to my waist, and Simon was still trying to improve his hold on the stalactite. 
“Here, catch the end.” I loosed the whip, hoping the popper would reach him. 
A good notion in theory, but I wasn’t directly upstream from him, and the water swept the thong away from him as soon as it touched the surface. I tried again, this time trying to wrap the popper around the stalactite itself. The stone was too far away and too thick, and the whip nearly smacked Simon in the face, but he released his grip long enough to try and grab it. 
His other hand slipped and fell away from the stalactite. His head disappeared beneath the water.
My breath hitched. I was about to uselessly shout his name, but then a weight on the other end of the whip almost pulled me out of the alcove. Only jamming my leg against the other column kept me from flowing out with the water. I feared I didn’t have the strength to wind Simon in, but his head popped above the surface. He gasped and started pulling himself up the whip, hand over hand. 
I kept my foot braced against one column and gripped the other with my free hand. The end of my flashlight was between my teeth. If not for Temi’s beam, I wouldn’t have been able to see a thing. 
It might have only taken Simon ten seconds to pull his way up to the alcove, but it seemed like minutes. Both my arm and leg were quaking, but I refused to think of letting go. With a great surge of energy, Simon hauled his body the last couple of feet and wedged himself into the corner of the alcove.
“That’s the... only problem with... Arizona,” he said, gasping for air between words. “The blasted monsoons.”
“I figured someone from a rain forest would be familiar with such things,” I said, even as I peeked around my column to meet Temi’s eyes. I waved the whip. “Ready?” The water had grown too deep to wade through without assistance. We’d have to use the whip’s help to claw our way up to her next.
“It’s more gradual in rain forests,” Simon said. “A little bit each day instead of all at once.”
“Well you’re the one who thought it’d be a good idea to leave.” I cast the end of the whip toward Temi. As with Simon, it took a few tries before I got it close enough for long enough that she could snatch it. By now, the water was hugging my ribcage.
“The stupidity of youth,” Simon said.
“You go first.” I handed the grip to him. I glanced at his shoulders—he’d managed to retain his backpack. I had the food and water in mine, as if we needed the latter right now. He had most of our hiking gear. “Get that rope out when you get up there.”
“Better than a whip, eh?” 
I kept my mouth shut and didn’t tell him how I intended to use it. Since he’d been struggling to keep his head above water, I doubted he’d heard my conversation with Eleriss.
Simon took a breath and left the alcove. He managed to keep his feet beneath him for the first couple of steps, but the current tugged them off the ground again. Water was still gushing through the roof, spraying everywhere. I wondered if the creature was up there somewhere watching. I also wondered how we were going to get out of the caves. I doubted anyone had moved that boulder yet.
“Worry about that later,” I muttered. If we could get back to that big chamber with the lake, we’d at least have some time to figure things out. Even with hundreds of gallons of water pouring in, it ought to take a while for it to fill the cave system completely.
“Delia?” Temi called. “Your turn.”
I leaned around the column. The end of the whip floated a couple of feet away. I took a step, reaching for it, and my heel slipped. I lunged back, flinging both arms about the column before the current could drag me away. 
And here I’d thought those years on swim team would have prepared me for something like this. Amazing how few deadly currents your standard twenty-five-yard New Mexico pool had.
“Are you all right?” Simon called.
“Not really,” I responded, but I made a second more careful grab for the whip. Delaying wouldn’t improve the situation. 
This time I caught the popper. As Simon had done, I pulled myself up the thong, hand over hand. The water tore at my legs, but I managed to keep my feet on the ground. Debris I could only guess at batted past my shins. A log or something else hard clunked at my knee. I winced. Maybe it’d be better to let my legs float free behind me after all. 
I reached the others and Simon gripped my arms, pulling me into their alcove. The water was waist-high there as well—not much better than the situation I’d left.
“What next?” Temi asked.
We had to find a way to the mouth of the tunnel. It was hard to tell how deep the water was over there, and there was nobody waiting to catch the end of the whip and reel us in.
“Stalactite first.” I pointed at a second one, this more slender than the one Simon had dangled from and much closer to the entrance. “Then we’ll try to push off and reach the tunnel.”
“Try,” Simon said. “Yay.”
“You’re welcome to do more than try.” I waved for them to stand aside so I could attempt an actual whip crack. I didn’t have the space I needed, but I’d have to make do. The popper wouldn’t wrap itself around the tip of the stalactite without a good snap. 
It took a couple of tries, but on the third, the leather wrapped around the stone without falling free. I pulled myself across before I could think better of it. We were above the spot where the deluge continued to pour through the ceiling, so the current didn’t tug at my legs as ferociously. I made it across and was able to stand on two feet, my back braced against the stalactite. I unraveled the whip and tossed the end toward the others. They pulled themselves to the same spot, and we were able to wade to the tunnel mouth from there, though the water and the sloping flooring still made the crossing treacherous. 
Inside the tunnel, we paused to catch our breaths. For the moment, the water only reached our knees, though it would continue to rise. 
Simon collapsed against the wall, his eyes drooping shut. “Thank, God.” He patted the side of his pack. “What did you want the rope for?”
Temi shook her head and spoke before I could voice my plan. “You’re not going back in there.”
“Back in there?” Simon’s eyes sprang open. “Why would you?”
“Someone has to try for the sword. If it’s as important as they say...” I shrugged. “I’m the logical choice.” Unfortunately. I was beginning to wish I’d taken up badminton as a kid.
“For what?” Simon asked. “Suicide? Let it go, Del. We can come back for it later. After we figure out how we’re going to get out of here.”
“Later it might be buried beneath a thousand tons of rock and water.”
“Then we’ll get dive suits. The Dirt Viper is waterproof, you know.”
I snorted. “Yeah, and what if the monster gets to it? That’s all its been trying to do all along, isn’t it? It must know that sword is the only thing that can threaten it.”
“That’s bull. Just because those two freaks—” Simon stabbed a finger in the direction Eleriss and Jakatra had disappeared, “—believe that doesn’t mean it’s true. I bet those soldiers in town have some nice grenades or nukes that could take a monster down no problem.”
Somehow I doubted nukes got checked out of the armory along with rifles. “Look, I’m not committing suicide. Pull out the rope, will you? I’ll tie one end around my ankle, and you two keep the other end. Give me a couple of minutes to hunt around, and then pull me back.”
Temi raised a hand, no doubt intending to object.
“There’s not much time,” I said. “Once the water rises in here, you won’t be able to get the leverage to pull me back.” Not to mention that the water would eventually rise to the ceiling in the alcove chamber, leaving no air for someone stuck inside. I shuddered. 
“The damned sword was probably swept away in the first ten seconds,” Simon muttered, but he pulled the rope out of his pack. He unraveled it and didn’t say anything else as I tied it around my waist—I’d decided against my ankle, as I didn’t want anything to get in the way of my kicks.
“Once I go under, pull me back if I don’t pop up for air in a minute.” At one point, I’d been able to swim seventy-five yards under water before coming up for air, but I hadn’t tried that in years.
“I’ll be counting,” Simon said.
I nodded and, after checking the rope for a third time, pushed away from the tunnel. I floated along the top until I neared the waterfall. The glow from Jakatra’s sword had disappeared to the right of it, on the opposite side of the chamber from the alcoves, perhaps by the big alcove.
I took a deep breath and plunged below the surface, kicking to reach the bottom quickly. The beams from Temi and Simon’s flashlights didn’t penetrate the surface, and it was blacker than pitch down there. I struggled against panic and an urge to spin around and swim back to the tunnel as fast as I could. 
My knuckles mashed against rough stone. I hoped I’d found the floor instead of a wall. In the darkness, who could tell? I tried to use the bumps and dips in the floor to brace myself against the current even as I swept one arm from left to right ahead of me, hoping to chance across the sword, preferably the hilt instead of the blade. I couldn’t tell if I’d managed to veer into that big alcove or not. I could tell that the current was sweeping me farther from the tunnel despite my efforts to halt my progress. 
The rope tightened about my waist, the slack entirely gone, before I ran out of air. Temi and Simon hauled me back the way I’d come. I didn’t fight it. If I was out of slack, I’d probably drifted too far anyway. 
“No luck,” I said when I popped up next to them, pushing wet hair out of my eyes.
“This is madness,” Simon said. “The odds of you finding it, if it’s even there still...”
“I know, but let me try a couple more times. I’d feel like a jerk if more people got killed and I knew I hadn’t done everything I could to get that sword.”
“Go ahead.” Temi shook the rope. “We’ll pull you back.”
I paddled back into the chamber, almost crashing into the closest stalactite even though I knew it was there. A couple of flashlight beams didn’t illuminate much in a water-filled cave. I felt my way along the wall toward the larger alcove again. I couldn’t touch the bottom with my feet any more. One or two more tries, and we’d have to give this up. 
Once more, I took a deep breath and groped my way to the bottom, alternating stroking with patting about on the stone floor. This time, I made it into the alcove and found the current tugged at me less in there. I covered a lot of ground in the seconds I was under, but didn’t find anything. I kept my eyes open, but they couldn’t pick out anything in the darkness that stretched on all sides. Too bad that dumb sword couldn’t flash a few times when it—
My fingers brushed metal. That had to be it. I patted along it, seeking the hilt. 
A thunderous crack filled my ears.
I yanked my arms and legs in, tucking for protection. Splashes and bangs surrounded me—rocks falling into the water and thudding to the floor. One struck my back and I yelped, losing precious air as a cascade of bubbles escaped my mouth. It sounded like the whole place was caving in. The instinct to flee straight back to the tunnel nearly hurled me in that direction, but I groped about for the sword again. I couldn’t leave the stupid thing when I was this close. 
There. This time I found the hilt. I had to shake something heavy off the blade to pull it free, but as soon as I had it, I pushed off the bottom, angling toward the exit. I was halted with a jarring jerk less than two feet up. What the—?
I swung my free arm around me, trying to find the rope. It was still tied about my waist with the lead trailing behind me, but that lead was taut. I tugged, but it didn’t loosen. A rock must have fallen on it. More stones pelted down all around me, some glancing off me, some thudding hard. One struck my head with enough force to terrify me. If I were knocked unconscious down here...
Panic welled in my heart, and I yanked with frenzied movements. My lungs had been denied air for too long, and they burned to suck in a breath. 
Stop, I shouted inside my head. Calm. Be calm. I could always cut the rope if I had to. Yes, that realization helped. Cutting myself free might land me in a worse predicament, but I had the option if I needed it. First, one more try—a rational try—at freeing myself. I found the ground with my feet again and traced my way down the rope to the rock that held it. I would have groaned if I hadn’t been desperate to save air. It was a boulder, not a rock, and my rope was squarely under it.
I pulled the sword around to cut the rope. There was no other option. 
Even from an awkward angle, the blade sliced through the rope as if it were soft-serve ice cream. As soon as I was free, I pushed off the bottom, heading straight for the surface. If I hadn’t had the sword out ahead of me, I would have given myself a second head injury. The alcove had filled with water.
A new wave of panic swept over me. I’d lose control of my instincts any moment and my lungs would force a gasp, a gasp that would give me nothing except water. I paddled toward the pull of the current—in the darkness, it was the only thing telling me in which direction the larger chamber lay. I forced myself to keep a hand on the wall instead of simply stroking like mad. If I were swept into the current, I’d never touch air again.
A hint of light burned somewhere. I swam around piles of boulders that hadn’t been there before, always angling toward that light. I was in the main chamber now, the water dragging at me. Holding the sword limited the effectiveness of my strokes, but I kicked for all I was worth. My fingers broke the surface. I hauled myself up and gasped before my head was fully free. I sucked in water and sputtered, nearly choking. I clunked my forehead on a rock in my effort to push myself farther out, to get clearer air. There were only a few inches between the surface and the ceiling.
“Delia!” came two cries. With my ears filled with water, they sounded muffled, but I’d never heard such beautiful noises regardless.
Using the rough ceiling to grab onto, I kicked hard and made progress against the current. I nearly crashed into that stalactite again. Later I’d be thankful it had been out there guiding me, but now it was one more obstacle. At least I had air—I inhaled in great gasps between my strokes. 
“There she is,” Simon shouted.
“Over here, Del,” Temi called. “This way. You’ve got this.”
I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so busy kicking for my life. She sounded like a teammate cheering me on at a race. Some race.
“You’re almost there,” Temi promised.
“Here,” Simon shouted, “grab my hand.”
My eyes were half blinded by their flashlights and the water streaming down my face, but I spotted Simon’s hand and reached for it, eager to be pulled free and escape the flooded chamber. I wanted so much to see the sun again.
Our fingers brushed. I made another snatch for him and our hands clasped.
Then something clamped onto my leg.
 



 
CHAPTER 28
 
When claws bit through my soggy jeans and into my calf, I screeched like a dying hog. I hung onto Simon’s hand and foisted the sword at Temi.
“Stab it,” I sputtered. “Get it off.”
The tunnel had filled almost as quickly as the chamber, and only their heads and shoulders were above the water. But Temi managed to clasp the sword. I grabbed the ceiling with my other hand and kicked with my free leg. I connected with something, but it didn’t let go. I couldn’t see anything—the creature was submerged—but it was impossible to miss those claws. My kicks only made them sink deeper. Pain blasted from my leg to my brain as I twisted and writhed, struggling to shake the paw free. Simon was trying to pull me away at the same time as the monster tried to pull me deeper. 
“I don’t have the sword any more, you stupid— Gah!” I kicked harder and was surprised when my blow worked—the grip released, and I had my leg back.
I stroked away so quickly I almost mowed over Simon. I grabbed him and tried to push him ahead of me, up the tunnel away from that creature.
“Temi,” I called, “come on. We have to get away while...” I trailed off, confused as I twisted my neck to check on her. The tunnel had grown oddly brighter, especially given that I couldn’t see anyone’s flashlights. 
It was the sword. Glowing.
“Go ahead, I’ll give you time,” Temi called over her shoulder. She was standing in the tunnel, the blade thrust before her, holding the creature at bay. Only the iridescent eyes of the smooth black head were visible between the ceiling of the lower chamber and the surface, but it was enough to see the murderous intent there.
“We’re not leaving you,” I said.
“Then figure out a way to kill it,” Temi said without looking back.
The creature advanced and she swiped at it again, almost losing her footing. Simon grabbed her by the back of the shirt. The monster howled and drew back. Why it was glowing for Temi, I couldn’t guess, but that was a question we could worry about later. 
“Maybe we can drown it in there,” I said.
“What if it doesn’t need air?” Simon asked. “It’s been holding its breath forever.”
“Then what if we trap it? That stalactite—if we could knock it down and it fell across the tunnel entrance...” That was a big if. It was just as likely to fall in the other direction. Not to mention we’d be trapping it in there with Jakatra and Eleriss—if they were still alive.
“With what?” Simon asked. “The TNT’s back in Phoenix, remember?”
The creature lunged for Temi. Again, she swiped with the blade, the silvery reflection bouncing on the gleaming walls with its movement, like candlelight in a draft. The sword clacked against stone, and shards flew free.
“I should have taken fencing classes when I was in Europe,” she yelled. “At least I’m keeping it at bay.”
I barely heard her. I was staring at the rock that sword had cut. “Did you see that?” I jostled Simon’s shoulder. “Maybe we don’t need dynamite. The sword can cut stone.”
“Uh, that stalactite is thick,” Simon said.
I wasn’t sure he’d seen the blow. He was still holding onto Temi’s shirt to keep her from being pulled away. At the same time, he was holding onto a bump in the wall to keep himself from being pulled away.
“Do you have any more of that rope?” I asked. “Did it ever come free after I cut it?”
“Yeah, we finally yanked it out, figuring we were yanking you out. It’s tied around my waist.”
He didn’t look like he was in a position to untie it, so I patted him down until I found it. Without waiting for questions as to what I was trying, I swam up the tunnel, searching for something promising to tie the rope to. The uneven walls had numerous bumps and divots. If I could find one that formed something close to a hook...
“There you are,” I said, spotting a formation similar to an eyelet. “Even better.” 
I tied the rope through the hole and gave it a good yank to make sure it would hold, then let the current sweep me back toward my friends. 
Temi cried out in pain at the same time as Simon shouted, “Look out!”
By the time I reached them, she’d batted the monster back again, but had switched the sword to her left hand. She was shaking her right hand. Blood streamed down it and into the water.
“Are you all right?” I swam in close and tied the other end of the rope around Temi’s waist. 
“Yes, though I think it’s figuring out I’m not as dangerous with this thing as Jakatra. Do you want to try, Del? You always did more of the martial arts stuff.”
“Sorry, but it doesn’t glow for me.”
“It’s coming again,” Simon warned. “Can you hit it with your left hand?”
Temi lunged out to meet the attack. She might not be experienced, but she had good reflexes and instincts. With most of the battle taking place underwater, it was hard to tell where the blow landed, but the monster lurched backward and yowled again. 
“I’m a six-oh as a leftie,” Temi said.
“A what?” Simon asked.
“It’s a tennis rating,” I said. “It means she’d kick most people’s butts even playing left-handed, blindfolded, and in a wheelchair.”
Temi snorted. “Not quite.”
“Okay, Temi, we’ve got the rope around you. I want you to try and force the monster back long enough to reach that stalactite and knock it over with the sword.”
She snorted again. “Shall I push over a few skyscrapers while I’m at it?”
“We’ll try that later if we get out of this. Now, go.”
“How am I supposed to—”
“You have to hurry—it’ll be underwater in a second,” I said. “Just try. The sword is... I don’t know what to call it. It’s a magic sword, okay?” I felt stupid saying that, but Simon was nodding. Apparently we’d stepped out of the science fiction movie and into the Shire.
“Whatever you say,” Temi muttered. “Just don’t let me get sucked in there—I can’t swim like you do.”
“I know. We’ve got you.” Somewhat at odds with the words, I waved for Simon to let go of her shirt.
Temi dog-paddled out—she hadn’t been joking when she’d said she couldn’t swim well—and I wished I could take her spot. If she couldn’t make it to the stalactite or if the creature attacked while she was trying...
The dark head did swoop in, but she grabbed the sword with both hands and swept it toward that inky black face. The creature disappeared underwater, retreating, I hoped, though it might simply be planning to come in from another angle.
“Watch down by your feet,” I called.
Temi was too busy swimming and fighting to answer. Water was pouring in from the ceiling in three or four places now, and I worried the whole chamber would disappear beneath rubble soon. Temi was almost swept past the stalactite, and I thought we’d have to pull her back and try again, but she jabbed toward it with the sword. She might have been trying to hook it to keep herself from flowing past, but the tip sank into the stone. 
“She better not get it stuck,” Simon said, his head rotating, searching for signs of the creature. It hadn’t resurfaced yet.
Temi used the sword to pull herself to the stalactite. Her head jerked downward, and she yanked the blade out and plunged it into the water beside her.
A barrage of bubbles rose to the surface around her. 
“Hah, it does hold air in its lungs,” Simon said.
The attack must have convinced it to leave her for the moment, for Temi wrapped her legs around the stalactite and hewed at its base near the ceiling, like a lumberjack at some upside down tree. The stone reacted like wood, too, with shards being cleaved off.
“Amazing,” I said.
“It is a magic sword,” Simon said.
I didn’t care at that moment. I just wanted the tunnel blocked and to assure nothing would chase us as we tried to escape. Though I wasn’t sure the stalactite would do the job, if it didn’t fall just right...
“Try to angle it to collapse in this direction,” I called.
Busy hewing at the stone, Temi didn’t react. Maybe she didn’t hear.
Abruptly, she screamed in pain. She cursed and whipped the blade down, stabbing beneath her again.
I lunged forward, but there was nothing I could do to help. I had no idea what had happened to my bow, but it wouldn’t do any good anyway.
“Should we pull her back?” Simon asked.
“I don’t know. She’s close with the stalactite, and she’s still fighting it...”
A heartbeat later, Temi disappeared beneath the water. I didn’t know if she’d lunged down to attack or had been yanked under. 
“I’m pulling her back,” Simon said.
I grabbed the rope to help him.
A crack rent the air, and the stalactite fell free, plunging straight downward. Piles of debris dropped with it, but the massive column tilted toward the alcoves and didn’t come anywhere near our entrance.
I cursed again and hauled on the rope. Stupid idea. What a waste of—
“She’s stuck.” Simon leaned back, pulling as hard as he could. “Or resisting. I can’t—” His foot slipped, and his head went under. 
I grabbed him, catching his collar before he could be swept out of the tunnel. I wanted to help both of my friends, but it was all I could do to keep from being pulled out myself. I hauled on the rope, hoping that eyelet could hold all of our weights, and yanked on Simon.
He came up with a sputter. “I’m fine. Temi. Get her.”
We were farther up the tunnel now, with the water at my ribcage. I leaned back, preparing to yank hard, but this time the rope came back without resistance. My stomach sank. Had she cut herself free? Or had the monster swiped a claw across the rope?
I pulled faster. Water, or maybe tears, made my vision blurry.
By then, I was expecting a frayed rope end to come out of the water. I gasped with surprise and delight when Temi’s head popped up. She still had the sword too. Great splashes broke the water behind her. At first I thought it was the monster following her, but those were her kicks. No wonder there hadn’t been any tension on the rope—she’d been motoring like crazy back there.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said as soon as she had her feet beneath her.
“The monster?” I asked.
“I don’t know if it’s dead, but I hope so.” Temi flashed a grin, her teeth glinting with the reflection of the sword. “It got caught beneath the rocks, and I cut a lot of holes in it.”
“Nice,” Simon crooned. 
We took long enough to untie our rope in case we needed it again, but that was it. We raced back through the chambers, all of which were filling with water, and headed for the tunnels the others had burrowed. My calf screamed with pain, thanks to the fresh holes punctured in it, but it supported my weight, and I didn’t let it slow me down.
I glanced about when we entered the lake cavern, shining my flashlight beam into the darkness, hoping to see Alektryon or Jakatra and Eleriss, Alektryon in particular. I had no way of knowing if he’d survived, but if he had, it would be fascinating to figure out how to talk to him. If he’d truly been alive back then... he could tell us so much about that time period. More than that, I hoped he’d survived because... I don’t know why, but I felt protective of him. If he made it out of the caves, which was no certain thing, he’d be lost in Twenty-first Century America. 
As for the others, I should be relieved those pointy-eared crazies were missing, but I longed to know more about their people and their role in our history. If they’d been plucking warriors out of humanity’s past, what else might they have done? And why? A part of me wanted to rush to the Internet and start sifting through history, trying to tie their people to some of the mysteries of the past, mysteries that fringe researchers tried to link to aliens. Another part of me wanted to wash my hands of the whole week. How much easier it would have been if these caves had held nice normal relics from nice normal peoples who’d once lived in the area. Stories like that I could have written up and submitted to magazines and academic journals. But this? If I couldn’t bring teams down and show them proof, I’d go from being shunned to being mocked if I tried to explain what we’d seen tonight. 
A great crack sounded behind us, followed by a boom that reminded me of a wrecking ball at a demolition site. Simon, Temi, and I exchanged wide-eyed looks and picked up our pace. No, I wasn’t going to get my proof. The alcoves with the dead men and their artifacts were all underwater by now, and the entire place would collapse soon, leaving everything buried beneath the lake for all eternity.
 

 
Darkness had long since fallen, though the sky full of stars seemed gloriously bright after the lightless confines of the cave. In Temi’s hands, the sword had made short work of the boulder blocking the tunnel exit, but it wasn’t until we were walking alongside the lake that some of the tension ebbed from my neck and shoulders. Partially because of the darkness and partially because Simon had lost one of his sandals in the chaos, we’d decided to forgo midnight rock climbing and leave the kayaks to be found by daylight. The going was still rough, since we were following the shoreline and avoiding the trail, lest booby traps remained, but it was navigable by the starlight—and the silvery glow of the sword. The glow wasn’t as profound as it had been when Jakatra had held the weapon, but it was more significant than when the Spartan had gripped it. I wondered if magic swords were offended when people used them as canes. Judging by the sweat bathing Temi’s face, she’d tortured her leg far more tonight than she had in a long time. My own throbbing leg wouldn’t mind a cane of its own. Dry clothing would have been nice too. And a jacket. The crisp air promised frost.
The hoots of an owl drifted across the lake from the wetlands. I hoped that meant the monster was indeed drowned and buried, even if Simon would doubtlessly complain that he hadn’t had an opportunity to prop a foot on the body and have his picture taken with it.
“It’s so peaceful out here,” Temi said. “It’s hard to believe...” She waved at the granite formations behind us, their lumpy contours black against the starry horizon. 
“Except for the fact that even in the dark you can tell the water level has dropped a good foot.” I nodded toward the gently lapping waves. “I bet those caverns have been completely filled in already. We’re lucky we got out, given how much someone delayed us.” I cleared my throat and pinned Simon with a stare.
“What?” he asked innocently. “Don’t act like I’m the only one in the world who would stop to scrape gold flakes out of a lucrative vein, especially when someone in the group is carrying a sword that cuts through rock slicker than a fork chops Jell-O.”
“It wasn’t quite that easy,” Temi murmured.
“That is city land. You know the rules about excavations,” I told Simon, though I was just giving him a hard time. After all, I’d been the one to suggest digging a few ounces out earlier. 
“Hey, we need to recoup our expenses. That Greek beefcake swiped my tablet, and you and Temi are going to need stitches. And let’s not forget the van repairs I put on my credit card. I think the city owes us a few ounces of gold for our trouble, especially if that creature ends up being dead and doesn’t eat any other tourists. Besides, it wasn’t like we were going to be able to come back later. Did you hear that final boom?”
Temi smiled at me. “It’s hard to argue with that logic, isn’t it?”
“That logic will either get my debt paid off or it’ll land me in jail. I haven’t figured out which yet.”
“It’ll be interesting to follow along and see which of the two it is,” she said.
“You say that now, but he’s perfectly capable of landing you in jail too.”
“You ladies need to have more faith in me,” Simon said. “I practically saved your lives down there.”
“You saved our lives?” I stopped in the middle of a swath of waist-high grass. “Temi, did you notice him doing that?”
“I suppose he helped with the rope for both of us.”
“Hm, from my point of view, his role seemed more... decorative.”
“Decorative?” Simon lifted his chin. “No, no, I’m the mastermind, you see. I assigned the grunt work to you two ladies, since you’re so capable of doing it.”
“Uh huh. Tell me this, Simon.” I pointed at his feet. “Is it difficult to be a mastermind when you’re only wearing one sandal?”
“Not at all. Masterminds don’t use their feet very often. Though I do wonder when it fell off. I kept it all through that swimming jag. Think the monster ate it?”
“Those of us who are clad in appropriate footwear can only imagine,” I said.
“Indeed,” Temi murmured.
“Oh, well. I’ll buy better sandals next time. Perhaps something with leather instead of rubber.”
“Careful,” I said. “I’m not sure our business can afford such largess yet.”
It took us an hour and a detour through the wetlands around the end of the lake before we drew close to the parking lot, a parking lot unexpectedly bright with headlights and flashlights. I couldn’t tell who they belonged to, but the Jaguar was in the middle of things.
“Is that the police?” Temi asked.
“Not the police.” Simon pointed. “Those are Humvees.”
“Uh.” I stopped on the trail. “Who wants to go tell those nice National Guard folks that the fun is over and they can go back to their units?”
Simon bumped Temi’s arm. “Put out the sword, or they’ll see us.”
“I don’t know how.”
“Drop it,” Simon said at the same time as I grabbed it from her. 
The glow disappeared as soon as it left her hand, but a flashlight from the parking lot swept across me, then came back, shining in my eyes. An urge to flee filled my legs, but that would make us look guilty, and those fit men in boots and camouflage could surely outrun a guy in socks and two girls with injured legs. 
“You out there,” a man with a deep voice called. “Come here. Slowly. And keep your hands up.”
Simon and Temi lifted their hands. I couldn’t do that without lifting the sword too. How were we going to explain it? Worse, if they searched us, how were we going to explain the gold in Simon’s pocket? It didn’t look like much in its ore form, but I couldn’t count on them not knowing what it was. They’d think we’d stolen it or mugged someone out here, or who knew what?
“You too, lady,” the man growled. “Hands up.” Several more men and a couple of women had joined him at the edge of the parking lot. At least nobody was pointing guns at us yet, though they all had them...
I thought about tossing the sword in the lake, but there were too many flashlights shining on us. Everyone would see it. Sighing, I lifted the weapon along with my hands.
Temi went first down the trail. Maybe they’d see her limp and feel some sympathy for us. I was doing a pretty good limp of my own right now, though I couldn’t imagine these guys giving us the friendly treatment and escorting us to the hospital.
“...that a sword?” someone asked.
“Yes, do we...”
“Just some dumb kids.”
Yes, dumb kids, that was us. And it seemed like a promising angle to play up. These people were out here searching for monsters, so maybe they’d wave us away...
“What are you guys doing out here?” the original speaker asked when we were standing on the pavement a few paces from them. It was too dark to read his nametag, with all the lights being shone on us instead of the other way around, but I figured he was a sergeant, since he was older than the ones holding the flashlights and seemed to be in charge.
“We were going to camp,” I said, “but it got too cold, so we’re going home.”
“Yes, I imagine it’s quite cold when you’re soaking wet,” the sergeant said, lifting bushy black eyebrows.
A shame that jeans didn’t dry very fast... 
“Yeah,” I said when neither Simon or Temi spoke. “We fell in.” That might have been a plausible excuse if we were ten, but I doubted they’d buy it. Maybe if they knew we’d been in kayaks, but considering how we’d illegally obtained them—and then left them on the other side of the lake—I wasn’t going to bring them up.
“You kids know there’s a curfew in Prescott?” 
“No, we just got here. We’ve been on a road trip.” I pointed to the Jag. “From New Mexico.” At least the plates backed up the out-of-state claim. “We heard there’s nice camping in the mountains around here.”
The men exchanged looks. Maybe I shouldn’t have added that, not when the White Spar had been so recently devastated. 
“You brought a sword?” the sergeant asked. “And a whip.”
“You guys have guns,” Simon pointed out.
Leave it to him to stay silent until he could say something lippy. I would have elbowed him if I wasn’t still holding my hands up.
“The woods are dangerous,” I said. “There are badgers and rattlesnakes and things.”
One of the younger men was squinting at Temi, and I had a feeling she was about to be recognized. I wasn’t sure whether it’d help us or not. 
“Should we take them to the police, Sergeant?” someone asked from one of the Humvees. 
“I know that kid.” The younger man pointed, not at Temi but at Simon. “He’s the one with the blog.”
Oh, hell. 
Other men started nodding and saying, “Oh, them,” to each other. I tried to decide if that tone of voice suggested we wouldn’t be taken to the police or that they were more likely than ever to drop us in Lieutenant Gutierrez’s lap tonight.
The sergeant and the young man who’d identified Simon stepped away and shared a quick conversation of whispers. I caught Temi eyeing her car. At some point, she’d lowered her hands and slipped out her keys. We’d have a much better chance of outrunning soldiers in a Jag than on foot, but someone would get the license number, if they hadn’t already. When she met my eyes, I gave a quick head shake. I wasn’t ready to start a life of fleeing from the law. Chances were it wouldn’t be nearly as glamorous as it was in the movies, and even if I was on the lam in Bolivia, I’d probably still be expected to pay my student loans.
The sergeant returned and waved for his men to stand back. He drew Simon and me aside. Actually, he drew Simon aside, and I tagged along to keep him from sticking his foot in his mouth.
“You see anything out there?” he asked.
I blinked. He wanted intel from us? 
“Yup.” Simon started to reach for his phone, but one of the privates with rifles tensed, and he only pointed at his pocket. “If I can get my phone out, I can show you some new pictures.”
The sergeant nodded. “Go ahead.”
“We were over in those rocks.” Simon pulled out the phone, but it didn’t respond when he punched the button. A few drops of water dripped from the corner of the case. “Ugh. Forgot. It fell in too. Damn, I had a couple of blurry ones from when the monster was chasing us into that—” he glanced at me, “—hole.”
Broken phone or not, the sergeant’s eyes were riveted to Simon. “You saw it in the Dells, you said? So far, the people we’ve talked to... nobody’s leads have panned out. But you actually had some pictures up on your site.”
“Yeah, we’ve seen it a couple of times.” Simon stood a little taller. “Today, it was definitely over there, between the rail trail and the lake. It sort of... cornered us for a bit. We hid in the hole until it left, but it might still be out there.”
Or under 50,000 tons of rocks. I wasn’t about to say it though, not if these guys might leave us alone to go investigate.
“Got it,” the sergeant said. “Look, you kids leave this to us. You’re going to get yourselves killed running around out here with—” he frowned at the sword, “—toys. Curfew’s at ten. If we catch you out again, we’ll have to detain you.”
“We understand,” I said as contritely as I could manage and dragged Simon toward the car. He was staring and sputtering at the “toy” comment. Temi took it in stride, merely unlocking the trunk and waving for me to toss our gear, toy included, into it. I was all too happy to set the sword in the back. 
My calf had redoubled its throbbing, so I was glad when nobody rushed to claim the shotgun seat. I plopped down, stretching my legs out as far as I could. My foot nudged something, but I didn’t think anything of it. 
“Uhm, Temi?” Simon asked. “Wo—would you like m—me to drive? If your leg hurts, I mean.” 
“Thank you, but my knee would prefer the greater leg room up here.”
“You could have Del’s seat,” he offered.
“Hey,” I said. 
“I’ll drive for now,” Temi said. “But thank you for the offer.” Something about the look she gave me implied she wasn’t sure Simon should be trusted with her car. I wasn’t sure he wouldn’t take the opportunity to break a few speed limits myself, but I thought he’d genuinely wanted to help with her discomfort if he could.
I shifted again as we drove out of the parking lot, trying to find a comfortable spot for my leg. It must have swollen quite a bit, because my sock felt too tight. My foot bumped something again. Figuring it was Temi’s purse, I reached down to move it—and halted as soon as my fingers brushed the leather cover. 
“Simon? I think I found your tablet.” 
“What?” Simon leaned forward. “How?”
“I don’t know,” I said, though my heart beat faster. Was it possible Alektryon had escaped with it, chanced across the Jag, and returned the tablet when he saw the opportunity? But how would he have known the car belonged to us? Or what a car was for that matter?
Simon reached for the tablet, but I batted his hand away, and flipped the cover open. The drawing app was still up. My breath caught. His words from before were still there, the ones claiming he wouldn’t be anyone’s slave again, but there were a couple of new words in careful script. 
“Is it still working?” Simon asked. “Did it get wet? Or, oh, what’s that?” He’d seen the drawing app.
“A new message,” I said.
We were speeding along the highway back into town, but the roads were empty, and Temi took a long look over.
“In Greek?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“What’s it say?” Simon asked.
“Roughly... Be wary. They are the enemies of humanity.”
“Similar to what the Roman said, right?” Temi asked.
“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” Simon said. “I don’t think we’re going to see those guys again.”
“Probably not.” I’d barely made it out of that chamber alive; it was hard to imagine someone else going in deeper and surviving. 
I couldn’t say that I’d miss Jakatra and Eleriss exactly, but I missed not solving any of the mysteries surrounding them. Would we ever learn who they were and where they’d come from? Not to mention who had created that monster, why it’d crawled out of the ocean in L.A., and why it’d killed all those people... Eleriss’s warning that there would be more monsters made me uneasy, and I wondered if we should have tossed the sword in the lake when we’d had a chance. Only time would tell.
 



 
EPILOGUE
 
Thanks to the curfew, the town was quiet, and we didn’t see another soul on the way back to the Motel 6. Temi had brought the sword inside, and it lay next to her on one of the beds. It didn’t glow when she wasn’t holding it, but it started up like a touch lamp whenever she brushed the hilt. 
“Not too bad,” Simon said from the desk. He had the calculator up on his MacBook and had dug a scale out of the van. Our flakes of gold rested on its surface. “Given the spot price of gold, an estimate of the amount of pure stuff in our ore sample, and a subtraction of our expenses, including new headlights, a new windshield, food and motel bills, medical services—” he nodded toward Temi’s bandaged hand and my bandaged leg, “—and also minus the coin you won’t let me sell until you’ve researched it further, we’ve made over three thousand dollars for our work this last week.”
“Technically we didn’t get paid for the week’s work,” I said. “We got paid for scraping gold out of a crack before a tunnel filled up with water.”
Simon waved my objection away. “One must find a way to fund one’s philanthropy efforts. This was no different. Oh!” He leaned back toward the screen. “I forgot about the money we made from our web traffic. I wish we could have taken a few pictures of the dead monster to throw up there.”
“Three thousand dollars,” Temi said as Simon crunched more numbers.
I could tell from the wry twist of her lips that she found the amount more amusing than inspiring. Simon and I hadn’t made much more than that in the entire previous month, so I could hardly complain. But then I hadn’t won prize money at Wimbledon in a previous life either.
A sickly bleep came from the heater. My phone had been as unresponsive as Simon’s after the flood. I’d taken it out of its supposedly waterproof and drop-proof case to let it dry in hopes that it would come to life again. The bleep, however anemic, was promising. 
“Text message from Autumn,” I announced with a sense of guilt. I’d forgotten that Eleriss and Jakatra had been after her before our diversion. 
Three messages sent an hour or two apart offered variations of, Are you all right??
Yes, I tapped in, the cursor responding with irritating sluggishness. I’d have to find someone who could do more for the phone than setting it to dry by a heat vent. Are you? Has anyone bugged you?
No, made it to Phoenix safely. Ran the blood.
I paused, afraid to ask. Aside from a gold coin, an item that could have been minted anywhere, and the sword, an item a soldier had dismissed as a toy at first glance, we didn’t have any proof that there were strange... people from a strange culture roaming Arizona. Without proof, any article I attempted to submit about our encounter would be laughed into the rejection pile. But the blood... the blood was something tangible. 
And? I prompted when a follow-up didn’t come through on its own. A long message popped up as soon as I sent mine. Autumn must have been working on it already.
It doesn’t match anything in the database, and the database is extensive. We have the DNA of weeds from the Galapagos Islands in here. Just about every mammal and reptile, and lots of birds and fish as well. Interestingly your sample is closest to human, albeit with a few inexplicable anomalies. 
Aside from the fact that it exists?
Yeah. It’s closer to us than chimpanzees, as close as Neanderthals maybe. We’re perplexed by the fact that it doesn’t have a recognizable blood type.
We? I almost hit the icon to call her—I wasn’t ready to have this turned into some highly publicized find for reporters to paw over. But if she wasn’t alone... text messaging might be more discreet.
Autumn wrote, I’ve had a couple of perplexed scientists and professors in here with some interesting ideas. Outer space came up. Normally I would have LOLed at the guy, but he’s a chemist and pointed out the mercury level in the blood would probably kill a human—he thought it might make sense that its owner had evolved on a different planet with a much higher concentration of mercury. The biologist is still arguing with him, saying it’s too close to human DNA to have evolved anywhere except here. Being the science fiction fan I am, I suggested it was a traveler from the future, from when we’ve finished goobering up our environment, and there are higher concentrations of mercury on the planet.
“Why don’t you two talk to each other?” Temi whispered when she leaned in and saw the amount of text on the screen.
I shook my head. “We’re almost done.” As I spoke, I texted, File it as weird, I guess. I’m not sure the owners of the blood are still alive. We had a terrifying adventure today. Stop by on your way back, and I’ll tell you about it.
“Weird?” Simon was kibitzing over my shoulder now too. “File it as weird? Tell her to file it as the first elf DNA in the database.”
I snorted. “I don’t know why but that sounds even less plausible than aliens and travelers from the future.”
“Yes, but we don’t have a ray gun. We have a magic sword.” He lifted up the long blade, which did absolutely nothing magical for him. He held it out to Temi. She touched the cross-guard, and the sword lit up. 
I blinked slowly. Things I’d been too busy to think about down in that cavern started clicking into place. “Oh.”
The others looked at me.
I held up a finger and sent another message to Autumn. Hey, one more question. Does your biologist think the owner of that blood could mate with a human and produce viable offspring?
“Ohhh,” Simon said, watching over my shoulder again. “Interesting.”
Temi leaned forward, wanting a look too. I held up a finger while we waited for a response. I imagined the debate that must be going on in some genetics lab at U of A. If these scientists had been there all day on a Saturday, it probably involved pizza and beer. A lot of beer if aliens had been proposed.
Maybe, came the response. We already tested it for compatibility with human blood types. 
And?
It’s academic at this point, but the blood group—we’re calling it Tomko after the hematologist who came in to take a look—isn’t... incompatible, not on paper anyway.
Not a resounding yes, but probably as close as you’d get from a bunch of scientists. I tossed the phone to Temi so she could read the dialogue, but I couldn’t resist sharing spoilers.
“Congratulations, Artemis. Somewhere in your bloodline, there was a...” I groped in the air for a word that probably didn’t exist in our language.
“Elf,” Simon supplied.
I rolled my eyes, but didn’t contradict him. Unless Eleriss and Jakatra showed up and told us what they called themselves, we’d never know.
Temi’s “Uh” response managed to convey skepticism and a lack of enthusiasm at the same time. 
I supposed it was a testament to my oddness that I was jealous. I wanted to be able to make the sword glow so I could fight any heinous monsters that showed up to trouble humanity. I didn’t want to be the grunt, as Simon had called us. Though I was somewhat mollified to realize he was in the same boat. Not special. A muggle. So much for being a mastermind.
“If it turns out to be true, it’s quite fascinating,” Simon said. “I wonder how widespread the phenomenon is. All of those warriors in the stasis chambers must have the shared genes if Eleriss expected them to be able to wield his sword. If we started wandering through the population testing how many people could make it glow, would there be a lot? One in four? Or would it be exceedingly rare, and it’s random chance that Temi can use it?”
“If agility is one of the defining traits,” I said, thinking of Jakatra’s combat skills—even Eleriss had shown uncanny grace in his mundane movements, “then maybe it’s common in certain populations.”
“Like we should stroll through the Olympic training center and do the sword test?”
“Assuming we could without getting arrested,” I said. 
Temi lowered the phone and stared at us as if we were both nuts. 
We were returning her stare with frank don’t-you-see-it? stares of our own when someone knocked at the door. 
If I’d been sitting, I would have fallen out of my chair. It was almost midnight. Far too late for normal people to come calling.
And elves? I didn’t know.
“Someone with a big sword want to get that?” I asked.
“No,” Simon said.
“I said big sword, not big toothpick.”
“I’m comfortable here,” Temi said.
For a muggle, I sure had to take charge a lot. I peeked through the curtains. Two familiar figures in black leather jackets stood outside. Jakatra had reaffixed his wool cap.
For a moment, I wondered what they’d do if I didn’t open the door. I had too many questions that they might deign to answer to contemplate the notion for long. I opened the door and stepped aside so they could enter.
Wordlessly, they walked inside. Eleriss slipped a hand into his jacket and pulled out another of his odd coins. He laid it on the television stand. “As we agreed, the second half of your payment.”
“Oh.” Simon slid into his seat and pulled up his calculator program again.
“Thank you,” I said since he was otherwise occupied.
“Did you come for your sword?” Temi asked. She’d been eying it as if it were a viper since I suggested her tainted—or enhanced, depending on the point of view—bloodline.
“No,” Eleriss said. He exchanged long looks with his comrade before going on. “We have come to offer you training on how to use it.”
Temi’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.
“We have been unable to locate the other human capable of wielding it,” Eleriss said. “You slew the jibtab. You may be your people’s only hope.”
Temi’s mouth was still hanging open.
Mine probably was too, as I was wondering how they knew everything that had happened. They’d been busy getting sucked down a drain at the time, hadn’t they? “How did you make it out?”
“We were swept through a channel that eventually connected to the lake. The jibtab had destroyed much of the support structure. You are fortunate to have escaped, as most of the cave system collapsed shortly after the water poured in and filled the chambers.”
“Yes,” I said. “We heard.”
“The human warrior is not important, not now when another option is amongst us, one that may be superior for this occasion.” Eleriss met Temi’s eyes with his own strange blue-green ones. “You are not a criminal, so will be predictable and less dangerous to train. You are from this time, as well, so you will not need to be educated again.” 
Temi finally found her tongue. “But I’m not a warrior. I’ve never even smacked anyone. Besides—” she gestured at her leg, “—I can’t move that fast any more. It was nothing more than luck that we managed to trap that monster beneath the rock. I couldn’t have killed it if it hadn’t been pinned. I’m not even sure I did kill it. It might have simply drowned.”
“Modesty is an admirable quality in a warrior,” Eleriss said.
“You’re not listening to me.” Temi faced me. “They’re not listening.”
“We have noted your injury,” Eleriss said, “and it is a minor obstacle. I can find someone to heal the wound.”
Jakatra’s nose twitched. I wasn’t yet sure how to read all of their body language—some was similar to ours while some wasn’t—but I read that one as skepticism. Maybe it wouldn’t be as easy as Eleriss thought to find someone skilled enough—or willing enough—to heal the wound.
Still, Temi’s eyes lit with an intensity I couldn’t remember seeing before. Intensity and calculation. Right, if her leg were fully functional again, there’d be nothing stopping her from trying to get her career back, ostracized or not. You didn’t have to be popular to win tennis matches.
“How long would I have to be the warrior you need in exchange for this... healing?” she asked.
Eleriss tilted his head. “The warrior we need? Do you not yet understand? This, all of this, is for your people’s sake. There is nothing here for us. Rather, it would be easier on us if we’d never come at all.”
“Indeed,” Jakatra said dryly. “Our presence isn’t sanctioned.”
I wasn’t sure what to make of that—some division amongst his people?—but filed it away to remember if it became important later. 
“I see,” Temi said. “Let me rephrase my question, please. How long do you think it would take to fight all of these... jibtabs you believe are coming?”
“Jibtab may be singular or plural without modification,” Eleriss said. “As to the rest, who can know? Not I.”
Not for the first time, I sensed he knew more than he was telling us.
Temi didn’t look happy with the answer, but she didn’t press for more. “Who would do this training?”
“Jakatra has volunteered,” Eleriss said.
I had no trouble reading the flare to Jakatra’s nostrils; if he’d “volunteered,” he’d been strong-armed into doing so. 
“Oh.” Temi considered him. If she’d been intrigued by his handsome face before, she seemed to have lost some of that now, for she regarded him with wariness. “When would we begin?”
“Soon,” Eleriss said. “There won’t be much time. If you agree, I’ll search for a healer for you.”
A hint of doubt returned to Temi’s face. “I’ve been to all the best surgeons already.”
“I will not search here,” Eleriss said.
“Here? Prescott?” Temi asked.
“Earth,” I guessed.
Eleriss did not agree out loud, but he inclined his head toward me. And now I was really jealous. Maybe I could go along and hold Temi’s scabbard for her. Like a golf caddy. Except with swords. Just because I hadn’t encountered the “sword caddy” profession in RealmSaga didn’t meant it wasn’t a thing.
The skeptical expression hadn’t left Temi’s face. Either she didn’t believe—which was understandable—or she didn’t think this was a job for her. I gave her an encouraging nod when she looked at me. For as much as I’d love to take the job, if she could get her leg fixed, she’d be the ideal choice.
“I’ll have to think about it,” Temi said.
Jakatra tossed a few surprised words to his comrade. What, was he shocked someone would have to “think about” training with him? Maybe he was something special where he came from and his own people would line up for the opportunity. Personally, I’d rather have Eleriss. 
“We will leave you time to do so,” Eleriss said. “But we cannot give you too much time. If your decision is no... another alternative must be sought.” 
“Are there other alternatives?” I asked.
“If the criminal did not survive the flood, there are not. Not that we have discovered yet. And time... time is a concern.” 
Jakatra said a word in his own language and walked out the door.
More polite, Eleriss said, “Good night,” before heading in the same direction.
“Wait,” I blurted, a thousand questions on the tip of my tongue. They’d told us so little. Who was responsible for making the monster? Why had it been made? Would the next one be the same or worse? Where were his people from? How long had they been visiting our world and why? Why had they plucked humans out of history and locked them up? What crimes had those people committed? “What are your people called?” I asked, thinking he might at least answer a simple question like that. 
Standing in the doorway, Eleriss gazed back at us thoughtfully. Perhaps he wouldn’t answer even that question. Then he glanced over his shoulder into the hotel parking lot. Checking to see if Jakatra was out of earshot? 
“We call ourselves the Dhekarzha,” Eleriss said quietly.
Simon stepped forward. “Are you at all aware of our people’s mythology stories that speak of elves?” He wriggled his eyebrows, silently asking if Eleriss would like to confess to being an elf.
My first inclination was to jab him with an elbow, but I found myself watching for a response instead.
“I am aware of some of the mythologies of your numerous cultures,” Eleriss said.
“And?” Simon prompted.
“They’re very creative.” Eleriss inclined his head again, repeated, “Good night,” and stepped outside. 
As soon as he was gone, Simon and I faced Temi together.
“You’re going to do it, right?” I asked.
Simon nodded, though he looked like he wanted to say something too. Apparently, now that the life-and-death situation was over, he was back to having a hard time speaking to her.
“I... don’t know,” Temi said. “It sounds ludicrous. I don’t really believe...” She frowned toward the parking lot. “But if there’s even a chance...” Her hand drifted to her knee.
“You have to take it.” I kept myself from adding that the only way we’d get our questions answered was by having further contact with that pair. That wouldn’t likely be Temi’s driving motivator.
“The idea of having my leg back is appealing,” she said. “Fighting monsters and risking my life every day is less so.”
“I’m sure you’d make a fine Xena Warrior Princess,” Simon said and smiled, proud perhaps to have offered this compliment without stuttering.
Temi’s brow furrowed. “A who?”
“Xena.” Simon’s smile faded. “From the... uh, did you not ever see that show?”
“No.”
“Oh.”
While Simon studied his socks, I told Temi, “Think of it this way: today you killed a creature that was killing innocent people. You’re being given the opportunity to save more lives in a way nobody else can. I’d think that’s a much more important contribution to the world than entertaining people by playing a sport.”
Temi’s lips flattened. “Have you been talking to my parents?”
“Nah, they’d tell you to wander off the grid, plant a big garden, and have a small carbon footprint. This is way better. You get to wield a magic sword.”
Simon had grown tired of studying his threadbare socks and lifted his head to nod at this notion. “That would be the selling point for me.”
“Because you’d want the honor of defending your world and making this a better place for your fellow man?” I asked him. “Or because you think a glowing sword would be a chick magnet?”
Simon grinned. “Absolutely.”
Temi traced a finger along the runes engraved in the blade. “Perhaps it would be a chance to be... somebody again.” 
With a wistful sigh, I wondered if I’d ever get that chance. All I said was, “Yes.”
 
 
THE END
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SPARK
FEYGUARD Book 1
by ANTHEA SHARP
 

 
What if a high-tech computer game was a gateway to the treacherous Realm of Faerie?
 
Superstar gamer Spark Jaxley's life might look easy, but she's part of an elite few who guard a shocking secret; the Realm of Faerie exists, and its dark magic is desperate for a foothold in the mortal world.
  
Aran Cole hacks code and sells his gaming cheats on the black market. It's barely a living, and one he's not proud of. But when he turns his skills to unlocking the secrets behind Feyland—the most exciting and immersive game on the market—he discovers power and magic beyond his wildest dreams.
  
Spark's mission is clear; pull Aran from the clutches of the fey folk and restore the balance between the worlds. But can she risk her life for someone who refuses to be rescued?
 

 



 
PROLOGUE
 
 
The Dark Queen of the Realm of Faerie paced over the moon-dappled mosses before her tangled throne. Her skirts flared out into gossamer shadows, and diamonds sparkled in her black hair like tiny, cold stars, capturing the light of the sickle moon high overhead. Every step she took snapped with frustration, and the creatures of her court flinched as the reverberations of their queen’s anger echoed through the realm. 
Even the powerful horned hunter and his red-eyed hounds stayed at the far edges of the clearing, the star-tarnished oaks at their backs. The court musicians stood in a huddled trio, fingers quiet upon their instruments. Only the fearful whispers of the denizens of the Dark Court sawed the edge off the silence.
The queen halted, the still before the storm, and the last whispers died. From the darkened pathway a figure made of shadows came; a knight bearing an enormous blade. He strode past the violet bonfire, the flames licking eerie reflections on his black armor; past the feral and nameless creatures of the court, past the hollow-eyed banshee, and the sharp-toothed goblins with their caps of blood.
“My lady.” He went down on one knee and bowed his black-helmed head in supplication.
“What have you found?” Her voice was shaded with wrath.
“It is as you guessed. The opening between the mortal world and our own remains but a thin crack. Nothing has changed since that gateway was closed through deceitful mortal and fey means.”
“Curse the Elder Fey!” She clenched her fists, and frost striated the velvet-deep mosses beneath her feet. “We are no more than beggars for the scraps of dreams, where once we were feared across every human land. There must be a way to enter the human world freely, and harvest the essence of our power.”
“If there is, we will not discover that means in the realm, my lady.”
The queen’s eyes narrowed. “Then we must find someone who can. Surely there is one among the mortals who would bend to the needs of the realm.”
She whirled, and the fey folk cowered from the sharpness of her smile.
“Scouts, keep watch on the faerie ring. Soon enough, a human will stumble into the Dark Realm—and when they do, we will be ready. This time, there will be no escape.”
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Spark Jaxley waited outside her temporary mansion, the fog of her breath matching the cold clouds overhead. A gleaming limousine grav-car hovered by the curb with her luggage packed inside, and her security guards were deployed strategically around the manicured lawn—far enough away to give her the illusion of space, but ready to spring into action if needed. 
Not that she had anything to be worried about in the controlled compound of The View. No clamoring autograph-seekers or paparazzi trying to get a candid shot of the most famous sim gamer in the world. No lines of cars driving slowly past, no screaming fans gathered in front of the wrought-iron gates.
There was only a single bird flitting through the landscaped shrubbery and the distant noise of the city below. Spark was glad of the solitude. This goodbye was going to be hard enough as it was.
 The early spring air held a bite, the chill slipping past her scarf to touch her neck with icy fingers. Spark re-wound her scarf—magenta, to match her hair—then slid her hands into the fur-lined pockets of her jacket while she waited for her friends to arrive.
Friends—the last thing she’d expected to find when she came to Crestview. Stuck in an insignificant city for a month wasn’t her idea of a prime trip. But VirtuMax paid her plenty to be their spokesmodel, and part of the contract included beta-testing their immersive new FullD equipment and its launch game, Feyland. Which meant coming to their exclusive compound in the center of exactly nowhere.
She never thought her life would change so completely as a result. 
She sighed softly, and Burt, the head of her security team, glanced her way. “Would you prefer to wait inside, Miss Jaxley?”
“No, thanks.” 
She’d rather feel the weak sun on her face, breathe the fresh air. After all, she was about to be cooped up in various forms of transportation for the next seven hours. SimCon, her next destination, was half a continent away. 
“Spark!” 
A girl with long blond hair walked up the driveway, her arm around a tall, lean guy, their steps in perfect synch. Jennet Carter and Tam Linn. Spark tried to ignore the little spurt of envy heating her blood. Not that she wished they weren’t together; they were perfect for each other. It was just—she wanted that, too. But with her crazy life, she didn’t have the option to hook up with a guy in any meaningful way.
Besides, all the ones she met were blinded by her fame, or wanted to use it. Or weren’t quite right for her. Like the one driving up in his fancy red grav-car.
Roy Lassiter. True, they’d shared some intense experiences, but no matter how hard she tried to fall for him, she couldn’t manage it.
“Hey,” Roy said, getting out his car and giving her his super-charming smile. For once, it looked real. 
Spark smiled back, wishing she knew what to say. She could tell Roy was hoping for something: a secret love note, her private number, a promise she couldn’t give. Jennet and Tam’s arrival saved her, and she turned to them, glad for the distraction of Jennet’s hug.
“I can’t believe you have to leave,” Jennet said. “Can’t you stay a bit longer?”
“VirtuMax needs me at SimCon to debut the FullD,” Spark said.
“Off to be a superstar, is it? Shake the lowly dust of Crestview off your shoes?” Roy squeezed her shoulders and was smart enough to let her go.
“I’m going to miss you guys,” Spark said.
Tam nodded. “We’ll stay in touch. After all…”
He glanced at the nearby security guard. Burt seemed out of earshot, but Tam was a careful guy. None of them wanted to broadcast the fact that they’d been deputized by magical beings to guard the mortal world. People would think they were insane. Or even worse, believe them. Faerie magic was power, and not many people could be trusted with it.
The whole thing seemed like a crazy sort of dream, except that seven of them had experienced the same thing. Eight if you counted Tam’s friend Marny, who had dealt with the reality of the fey folk in her own way.
“Is Zeg coming?” Spark asked. 
She wanted to say goodbye to the big guy. Even though he was old enough to be her dad, he was a gamer first. Like the rest of them, he’d fought in the final battle alongside the Elder Fey to keep the Realm of Faerie from rampaging through the human world.
“Yeah.” Tam cocked his head. “I think I hear his car now.”
Zeg’s old gas-guzzler was as out of place in The View as a fly on vanilla ice cream, and he was proud of the fact. He took immense pleasure in using his official gate pass, and Spark suspected he deliberately messed with his car’s engine before he drove up to the compound, making the car smoke and rattle even more than usual.
Sure enough, the coughing clatter coming up the street was unmistakable. Roy made a face, though he didn’t say anything as Zeg’s car rounded the corner and chugged up the drive. The guzzler halted with a squeal of brakes, and Zeg hopped out, his smile beaming from behind his frizzy beard. He had a passenger, too—his niece, Marny.
“Marny!” Jennet gave her friend a hug, her slight form dwarfed by the bigger girl. Marny was solid, physically as well as emotionally.
“Good to see you two,” Spark said. “The gang’s almost all here. Jennet, is your dad coming?”
“He’s stuck at work, but sends his best wishes and an open invitation to come stay with us. You know, whenever you’re passing through on your international tours.”
They all laughed. Crestview wasn’t on the way to anywhere. 
“I might, actually. Now that VirtuMax owns this town, I imagine they’ll want me back from time to time.”
“Good,” Roy said, a little too smugly. “There are other reasons to come back here, of course.”
Spark caught Jennet’s eye. Although he’d matured some, Roy Lassiter could still be a prime ego-head. 
“Right,” Marny said. “And I hate to tell you this, Roy, but you’re not anywhere near the top of the list.”
Tam let out a snort, and Jennet held up one hand.
“Stop it,” she said. “Is this really how we want to say goodbye to Spark?”
“Just like old times.” A hint of a smile tugged at Tam’s mouth. “Think of all those happy in-game memories.”
“Right.” Spark rolled her eyes. “Especially the parts where we almost got killed.”
“We’ll talk, though,” Jennet said. “We all have each other’s messager numbers, right?”
“We have to.” Tam’s voice grew serious. “Feyland launches next week, which means our work is just starting. We need to be on the lookout for… you know. Freaky things.”
Jennet nodded, and Marny crossed her arms. Spark let out a low breath. Yeah, they knew. Things like fey magic seeping out of the game into the mortal world. Gamers led astray, stumbling into a realm of wonder and trouble far beyond anything they’d imagined when they entered the virtual reality of a sim game.
“I’m sure we’ll all keep watch,” Zeg said. He handed Spark a paper sack. “Here. I baked you some cookies.”
That, more than anything, made sorrow tighten her throat. Zeg’s cookies were legendary.
“Miss Jaxley,” Burt called. “We need to get you to the airport.”
Jennet, her blue eyes glinting with tears, hugged Spark again. Tam was next, then Marny, who nearly cracked her ribs. Zeg gave her a bear hug, and for a second Spark missed her dad, missed her whole family with a quick, sharp pain. 
Still, she knew her family was happy for the opportunities and the life she’d chosen. Not to mention the big portion of her earnings she always sent home.
“Spark. I’ll miss you.” Roy put his arms around her, and it was too tender, too close to the real thing. 
But almost wasn’t enough. Regret surged through her, bittersweet.
“Bye, Roy,” she said softly.
He bent to kiss her, and at the last second she turned her face so that his lips grazed her cheek, not her mouth.
Trying to ignore the hurt in his eyes, she stepped back and made herself smile. At the curb, Burt opened the limo door and cleared his throat.
“Stay out of trouble, team,” she said.
Then, before she made a total spectacle of herself, she ducked into the car. Burt closed the door behind her, and the tinted glass hid the tissue she used to blot her tears. Internationally famous gaming stars didn’t cry.
Much.
 

 
Aran Cole slid on the fake glasses with the dark frames, and turned to face his friend, Bix Chowney. The flickering fluorescent light in Bix’s old garage cast a sickly glow over everything, but Aran was fond of the place; lumpy couch, faint mildew smell, and all.
It was the closest thing he had to a home. All he needed was a place to sleep, a hotplate, and power for his sim-system. The Viper was installed in the corner, hidden under a tarp when he wasn’t gaming.
“How do I look?” he asked.
Bix tilted his head, the light giving his blond hair a greenish cast. “Boring, and respectable. That’s freaky, man. How’d you do that?”
“It’s all in the attitude. I just imagine I’m a geeklet from a nice, suburban family, and presto! No more slacker gamer.”
He’d also re-dyed his hair to its underlying black, removing the blue streak, and had changed into the one button-down shirt he owned. His other shirts were all logo tees featuring obscure bands or gamer jokes, and he needed to project a more upper-class persona. At least until he passed through SimCon’s registration.
“You making fun of me?” Bix punched his shoulder, hard enough to make it count.
“Hey—not my fault you’re all well-adjusted and middle class. But you’re not a geeklet.”
Bix wanted to be edgy, but befriending Aran was the nearest he got. Not that Aran would recommend his particular lifestyle. Even Bix didn’t know about Aran’s other existence as the prime hacker known as BlackWing. He could find the exploits in any game, slipping in between the cracks in the code. Sadly, selling game hacks on the gray market wasn’t making him rich. In fact, it was barely enough to survive on. 
He needed enough cash to get his own apartment instead of couching it at Bix’s and living off high-jolt soda and packaged ramen.
Aran’s folks would feed him, grudgingly. Even though he was eighteen now, he still had a room at home. It stayed empty, though—just a place to store his stuff. That house held too much history and not enough forgiveness. Not even close. Unsaid words piled up like knives until he felt he was being sliced alive by their sharp edges.
He swigged the last of his super-caffeinated drink. The carbonation stung his throat and nose, but he needed the boost. It was way too early for him to be awake.
“Let’s go,” he said, grabbing his bag, a brown messenger pouch he’d liberated from his older brother.
Bix followed him out of the garage, carefully locking up. Aran had an extra key, though he’d resorted to climbing through the back window a couple times to keep Bix’s parents from seeing him. He didn’t think the Chowneys would approve of Aran squatting in their old garage. Not that they ever used it, with the fancy new construction they’d built out front to house their grav-cars.
The metro stop was six blocks away. Aran hunched his shoulders against the February drizzle and let Bix babble on about how excited he was to go to SimCon. It was the first time their city had hosted the gaming convention, and the nerds and geeks were completely turbo.
“Can you believe VirtuMax is finally unveiling the FullD system?” Bix’s voice rose with enthusiasm. “It’s been years since they announced the project. I hope it’s as prime as they claim.”
“Me too.”
Despite the nonchalance he projected, Aran was excited—though not for the same reasons. He was burning to see VirtuMax unveil their long-delayed FullD system and try the immersive new game that came with it: Feyland. If he could get a head-start on cracking the programming, he’d be set. Make enough cash to move someplace where the sun actually shone in the winter. 
Maybe he’d buy one of those old-style camping vans, figure out a way to install his gaming systems, and travel around, following the warmth and the cons.
But first, he had a game to hack.
“Spark Jaxley will be at the debut.” Bix grinned. “I hope we can get close enough to touch her.”
Practically every gamer in the world was in love with the celebrity simmer—guys and girls alike. She was cute, sure, but Aran would bet that most people never realized—the way he, as a true hacker, did—that her gaming skills were flawless.
Which probably meant she was a class A diva.
“You can ask her out,” Aran said as they headed down the dingy steps of the subway station. “Guy like you, how could she refuse?”
“Shut it,” Bix said. “At least we’ll get to see her play.”
In the stink and whoosh of the tunnels, Bix passed his wrist, with its embedded chip, over the gate scanner. Aran dumped a handful of grubby coins into the machine. If Bix weren’t with him, he would have jumped the gate, but he was playing it straight today. No thrill of eluding the security guys and dashing onto the train at the last second.
It was a quiet ride down to the convention center, though the train filled the closer they got. Half the passengers were dressed for a day at the office. The rest were obviously on their way to SimCon, flaunting their gamer garb and inner freaks. Aran concentrated on relaxing, sinking deeper into his character of regular-gamer-geek.
“Do you think the plan will work?” Bix asked as the train pulled into the downtown station.
“Of course.” Aran hoped.
They went along with the flow of people headed out of the station and toward the gleaming glass and steel complex housing the convention center. Once inside the main building, they were hit with the smell of industrial carpet and the babble of excited fans.
“Volunteers, over there.” Bix pointed at the sign, then cut across the crowd.
Aran followed, rubbing his thumb over the chip glued on the inside of his wrist. As long as no one took a close look, he’d pass.
“Slow down,” he said, tapping Bix’s shoulder.
“Sorry.”
Bix fell back, fidgeting with the edge of his coat. They joined the queue at the volunteer check-in table, and Aran pushed his friend ahead. Best to let the genuine guy go first. The lady in front of them was wearing sparkly wings. She had to take them off and let the security guard on duty inspect them to prove they weren’t wired as transmitters or something. Finally approved, she grabbed her badge with a loud snort of annoyance and stomped off, wings glittering.
Aran swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, and nudged Bix forward. Show time.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Aran made himself breathe regularly, despite the sudden speeding of his heartbeat. It wasn’t as if he’d get arrested if this didn’t work—but he’d certainly be kicked to the curb. He didn’t have the cash for a ticket, and he wouldn’t pass any kind of background check. This was his only chance to get into SimCon.
The man at the volunteer check-in table was thin and pale, with a silver stud piercing his left eyebrow. He looked up at Bix with a disinterested expression.
“Name?”
“Bix Chowney. And my friend, Aran Cole.”
“Scan.” 
Bix passed his wrist over the scanner, which chirped acknowledgement. The man at the table flipped through his alphabetized box, then handed Bix his volunteer badge. It was attached to a bright red lanyard with VirtuMax printed up and down the entire length, leaving no doubt about who was the biggest sponsor at SimCon.
“Here’s your registration packet. Gofer Central is down the hall. Next.”
With what he hoped was a casual expression, Aran passed his wrist over the scanner. The machine remained silent.
“Not again,” Aran said, putting frustration behind the words. “That’s the third time this week.”
He made a show of pulling back his cuff and inspecting his wrist, letting the man at the table see the glint of the chip.
“Seriously?” Bix said. “I thought you had that replaced.” 
He hit the right blend of exasperation and nerves, and Aran swallowed back a smile.
“Yeah, well, my mom’s been too busy.” Aran waved his arm over the scanner again, with the same lack of result.
“Spell your last name,” the man said in a bored voice.
Aran did, and kept himself from looking at Bix in triumph when the man gave him his badge and packet.
“Keep your badge visible at all times,” the man told them. “Both of you, head to Gofer Central. Down that hall, second door on the left. Next.” He looked past them, their names and features already forgotten.
Turning away from the table, Aran let a grin cross his face. That had gone more smoothly than he’d hoped.
“We did it! We got you in.” Bix was smiling like a fool.
“You were good back there,” Aran said. “Ever think of becoming an actor?”
“Not with pros like you showing how it’s done. I never would have guessed that was a fake ch—”
“Hey, don’t shout it to the whole con.”
Not that wearing a fake wrist-chip was illegal. People who couldn’t afford the real thing sometimes put on dud chips for show, but duping the authorities by pretending to be legitimate was a road to trouble. The longer Aran could avoid official notice, the better. 
He had his badge now, which would give him access to almost everywhere in the conference. Gofers were the lowest level of con volunteer, and as a result nobody looked at them too closely. 
Which was exactly how he wanted it. 
Gofer Central was impossible to miss. The big hand-lettered sign was their first clue, along with the volunteers darting in and out of the room. Just inside the door stood a dark-haired girl wearing glasses and holding a tablet. Her badge read Matila—VC. 
“Hi,” she said when Aran and Bix stepped over the threshold. “I’m Matila, the volunteer coordinator. Badges, please.”
They held them up and she scanned them with her tablet. A check mark appeared by their names.
“Welcome to SimCon, guys. Ever volunteered at a gaming convention before?”
“Nope,” Aran said, while Bix shook his head.
“Okay,” she said. “Check your packets—you’ll have specific duties assigned, based on the questionnaire you filled out when you applied to volunteer. Since this is the first time for both of you, the jobs will probably be boring, but hey, they’re a necessary part of keeping the con running. You’re expected to put your hours in every day. Other than that, have fun, try to get some sleep, and don’t forget to shower now and then.”
“Do we get shirts?” Bix asked.
“Over there.” The coordinator waved at a long table at one side of the room. “If you need anything else, let me know.”
“Thanks,” Aran said, as he and Bix headed into the controlled chaos of Gofer Central. 
A dozen volunteers flurried through the room, all wearing the black and silver SimCon shirt, with volunteer blazoned across the back. 
On the opposite side from the T-shirts, another long table held snacks and drinks, primarily of the salty, sugary, fatty, and caffeinated variety. The bulletin board beside it was plastered with signs and flyers and notes pertaining to every aspect of SimCon.
“Shirts first,” Aran said, steering them over to the table. 
A blue-haired girl found their sizes and checked them off her list. “You can change in the bathroom next door,” she said, then winked at Aran. “Or right here in front of me. I don’t mind.”
Bix cleared his throat, and Aran jabbed him in the side with his elbow.
“Come on,” Aran said. “Two seconds of showing your manly chest isn’t going to scar you for life.”
“It might scar me, though,” a nearby volunteer called.
“Close your eyes, weenie,” the T-shirt girl said.
While she was distracted, Bix whipped off his shirt and donned the SimCon tee. Aran unbuttoned his “geeklet” shirt, aware he was gathering a few appreciative stares. For half a second he considered going into the other room, but it seemed a foolish waste of time. He was in good shape; not that he was planning to make a strip show of himself. With quick, efficient motions he changed, then bowed at the smattering of applause.
“Show off,” Bix said, with no hint of jealousy. “You have too many muscles. I should steal back that kung-fu game.”
“Like you ever played it.” Aran pulled his schedule out of his packet. “Where are you assigned?”
It would be a problem if he and Bix were working the same area, but otherwise he’d be able to finesse his way through. His most important goal here was to get as close as possible to a FullD system, and he was confident he would. Sometimes hacking life was easier than cracking game code.
Bix glanced at his schedule. “I’m checking badges at the main exhibition hall. You?”
“Doing set up in the theater,” Aran said. 
His real assignment was helping calibrate projectors in the presentation rooms. He’d hit the theater first, then come up with some plausible excuse when he showed up late for his actual job.
“Sweet! Maybe you’ll see Spark Jaxley. Wanna trade?”
“I doubt I’ll see her. And you get to check out where all the best swag is in the Expo Hall. See you back here in two hours.” 
“Right.” Bix tipped up his chin in farewell and went out the door.
Aran folded his map of the convention center and stuck it in his back pocket. He had the place memorized, down to the stairwells and fire exits. Even the janitorial closets. It was always good to know where to go for extra cover. He headed down the corridors to the theater, practicing his “I’m completely official here” stride.
A beefy security guard stood in front of the main theater doors, arms folded. Aran flashed his badge and papers at the man. “Tech support.”
Without a word, the guard let him in.
The theater smelled of anticipation, and a blend of hairspray and scorched dust from the hot stage lights. The house was dim, the stage illuminated by a spotlight and a screen glowing with the VirtuMax logo in silver and red. Aran paused behind the rows of empty seats and watched as three guys carried a FullD system to the center of the stage.
“Pull the spot a little more left,” a man at the front of the theater called. “Get that rig up front, guys.”
The beam hit the gaming system and it shone, chrome details and polished magenta fittings sparking under the spotlight. The sim chair seat was cushioned in black synth-leather, and even the cables leading out from the system looked high end; thick and substantial, in straight lines instead of the usual noodle of cords.
Time for him to get to work. Hovering too long in the shadows would make him look suspicious. Aran strode down the aisle, heading for the man he guessed was the stage manager.
“Hey,” he said. “They sent me to help with tech set-up.”
The man squinted at his badge. “Aran, is it? Know your way around sim equip?”
“Oh yeah. I’ve rebuilt and upgraded my Viper a dozen times.” 
His system was fully overclocked at this point, modded into a machine capable of things the designers had never planned for. He’d put too many hours and too much cash into the system, but it had been worth it.
Now, though, the imminent release of the FullD changed everything. Bix would let him use the system he’d pre-ordered—and there were always the sim-cafes—but Aran couldn’t afford to wait until official launch day to start playing. 
Having SimCon here, in his own town, made it easier to get the jump on finding the inevitable hacks and exploits in the programming. Whoever was first to market with the Feyland cheats would make a pile of money. Aran intended to be that person.
After that, well, he’d like to go clean. He’d wash the hacker slime off, brush up his honest gaming skills, and maybe even get good enough for the tournament circuit.
“Right,” the stage manager said. “Talk to PJ over there—he’ll put you to work.”
Five minutes later, Aran was taping wires to the floor with black gaffer’s tape. He started back at the VGA/mixing board, shadowed in the wings. On hands and knees, he worked his way up to the gleaming sim-system. Sort of like a worshipper approaching a shrine, which was both true and ironic.
The rip of tape blended with the other sounds of set-up, oddly relaxing despite the jangle in his blood. This close to the system, he smelled the newness of it—fresh plas-metal and enamel paint, and all tempting. He laid the last piece of tape, then stood. 
Damn, he wanted to try it out. Slowly, he ran his palm over the soft synth-leather of the chair. Envy coiled in the pit of his stomach, spiced with fierce yearning. 
“Nice, isn’t it?” a clear, female voice said.
Aran jerked his hand back as if he’d been caught snitching candy. He looked up to see the famous, magenta-haired figure of Spark Jaxley striding onto stage. She was geared up in a suit straight from one of the sim games: molded and shiny, and showing off her curves. 
Aran’s mouth went dry, and he was glad of his mixed heritage, the dusky skin that hid the flush he felt warming his cheeks. He’d laughed at Bix’s fanboy moments, but standing there, with the real live Spark Jaxley in front of him, Aran had to admit he understood the attraction.
 

 
Spark didn’t drop her smile, though a possessive jolt ran through her at the sight of the guy standing next to her FullD. 
“Ah, yeah,” he said. “This is the first model I’ve seen in person. It’s prime.”
She kept walking, coming right into his personal space, close enough to read his badge. He didn’t back off, just gave her a half smile in return. His eyes were slightly tilted, as if one of his parents was Asian, and he was good looking, despite the clunky black glasses obscuring half his face.
“I can’t wait to see you play,” he said.
There was the usual admiration in his voice—she was tired of being adored by people who didn’t even know her—but there was sincerity, too. He really did want to see her show off the system.
“You’re a simmer.” She didn’t need to make it a question.
It was obvious in the way the guy (Aran, according to his badge) had been looking at the FullD. She felt that same pull herself; the lure of immersing herself in a fabulous world, of testing her formidable skills and beating anything the programmers could dream up.
Although the Realm of Faerie was a whole other challenge. Luckily, only a few gamers would ever stumble into that world. When they did, she and the rest of the Feyguard would be there to pull them back out.
“I sim,” Aran said. “Hey, could I get your autograph?”
“Of course. Got a pen?”
He fished around in his jeans pockets, coming up with a folded map of the convention center and a pen with the VirtuMax logo printed on the side.
“Thanks,” he said, handing them to her. “Make it out to Bix. B-I-X.”
“Your name isn’t Aran?” She shot another look at his badge.
“It’s for a friend. He’s a big fan.”
“I’ll be in the VirtuMax area tomorrow. He could meet me then.” She wrote out the name and signed her autograph, then handed the pen and paper back to Aran.
“Maybe. But he’s shy—and there’ll be about a thousand other people who’ll want your autograph. This way, your hand will be spared from signing one more.”
She laughed a little. “I like your logic. You know, there’ll be demo models of the FullD for people to try.”
“I know.” His dark brown eyes sparked with interest. “Although there’s still that problem of the thousand other people.”
She tilted her head and studied him a moment. There was something appealing about this guy, beyond the fact he wasn’t a complete mess of fannish drool at her feet. And he was cute. Rebounding from your almost-crush on Roy? a voice inside her needled. But there was no such thing as a not-falling-in-love rebound. 
“Listen,” she said. “You’ve got a badge. Come in early tomorrow. I’ll clear you with security, and make sure you get some system time. Say, around nine? Con opens at ten.”
He gave her a surprised look, quickly overtaken by a grin. “That’d be great.”
“Miss Jaxley,” the stage manager called. “All done with your little meet-n-greet up there? We need to check the feed to the screens.”
“See you tomorrow,” she said. “Nice meeting you, Aran.”
“You too, Miss Jax—”
“Call me Spark. Not nearly enough people do.”
His smile emphasized his high cheekbones. “All right, Spark. Later.”
The stage manager cleared his throat. Aran tucked the paper and pen in his back pocket, then jumped down off the stage, lean and agile.
“Miss Jaxley,” the tech said, “here’s your gear.”
Spark took the gleaming helm and visor and pulled on the LED-studded gaming gloves. Just before she slid into the sim chair to begin running the interface, she saw Aran in the back of the theater. He lifted his hand in farewell, then slipped out, leaving only shadows behind.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
“No way!” Bix snatched the folded paper with Spark’s autograph out of Aran’s fingers and pressed it theatrically over his heart. “Now I really hate you, man.”
“Give that back.” Aran held out his hand. “I’m sure someone around here would show a little appreciation for a custom autograph.”
“Seriously—I owe you,” Bix said.
“Not really.” Aran shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, then back to his heels. “I didn’t get much opportunity to talk to Spark. Hey—any chance you can show up to the con early tomorrow?”
Bix’s frown scrunched up his forehead. “The only way I can come at all tomorrow is if I go to worship with my family in the morning. They’re practically foaming at the mouth at the thought of me spending any time here on the Sabbath.”
“Among the unwashed heathens and devil gamers, right? At least you can still attend.” 
For once, Aran was glad of Bix’s hyper-religious parents. If Bix had been able to come, Aran would have found a way to finagle him time on the new FullD systems—but this way, Aran didn’t have to ask Spark’s forgiveness for bringing along an uninvited guest.
Not that he was telling Bix exactly where he’d be at nine a.m. Getting the autograph almost erased the guilt he felt at not revealing that Spark Jaxley had invited him to come early and try out the FullD. 
Not only would Bix be beyond jealous, Aran didn’t want his friend to know—or even guess at—what he did to make a living. Sim hackers were not universally loved. Pretty much the opposite, in fact. 
Sure, everybody wanted to know the cheats and exploits, but it was a sneaky, underhanded way to turn a profit. The honorable players refused to use the hacks, and then were at a disadvantage because of their nobleness. Bix was one of those, and he’d said dozens of times how much he despised the scum that found the exploits in the first place and then sold the information. If he saw Aran playing an advance version of the game, and then BlackWing started selling hacks before the system was released—well, Bix wasn’t dumb.
“Come on,” Bix said. “There’s a new combat game demo at one of the booths, and they’re raffling off good stuff to try and get attention. Even a new Slix system.”
“An almost obsolete sim set-up. Just what every gamer needs.”
“Not everybody is going to be moving to the FullD when it releases next week. And maybe VirtuMax’s design is still full of bugs. They took long enough to launch the thing. Come on.”
Aran followed his friend through the increasingly crowded floor of the Expo Hall. Posters featuring Spark Jaxley kept catching his eye, especially that particular shade of magenta hair nobody could quite match. Plenty of gamers, both male and female, tried. One in ten people at the convention had some variation of pinkish-reddish hair.
But none of them were Spark.
Tomorrow, he reminded himself.
 

 
“Five minutes, Miss Jaxley,” the stage manager said.
Spark nodded from her position in the wings. For a few more minutes she could be just herself, a nervous seventeen-year-old standing in the shadows. The moment she stepped out under the lights, she’d be the sim queen, the celebrated gamer, the girl people loved, envied, and hated in equal measure.
In the early months of her fame, she’d read all her fan mail herself. Until the day she got the death threat, complete with gruesome details. It had shaken her. Not the gory descriptions, but that someone out there in the world loathed her so much they’d send all that negativity her way.
She probably still got horrible messages, but she had a secretary now who screened everything, only forwarding the real fan mail for her to answer.
On stage, the emcee began the VirtuMax introduction, talking about the search for a seamless virtual experience, the incredible talent who worked on the project, and the faerie-world inspiration behind Feyland.
If only they knew.
The game had connected to the actual Realm of Faerie in ways she didn’t quite understand. The lead programmer, a guy named Thomas Rimer, had drawn on old faerie lore and legends to create the content. And then, somehow, the realm had crossed over into reality. Tam and Jennet had tried to explain, but at a certain point there were no answers beyond one. 
Magic.
“And now,” the emcee announced, “as part of an exclusive SimCon demo, please help me welcome Spark Jaxley!”
The crowd cheered, the noise raw and excited. A stagehand pressed a wireless mic into her palm, and Spark stepped onto the stage. The noise redoubled, and she let it wash over her. She couldn’t see faces beyond the blare of the lights, but she smiled as if she could.
“Hey, everybody,” she said into the mic. “It’s good to be here.”
She waited as the audience settled down. Not too far down, though; the theater still buzzed with a low hum of excitement. The premiere of the FullD system was the whole point of SimCon, after all.
She strode over to where the gleaming system sat, spot-lit in the center of the stage.
“Here it is,” she said. “The sim-system we’ve been waiting years for. VirtuMax’s FullD!”
More shouts and applause. She grinned at the invisible crowd.
“Want me to fire it up?” The noise rose in volume—but not enough. “Are you sure?”
The theater practically shook. Spark lowered her mic and swept her gaze across the barely visible packed seats, nodding. At last the frenzy subsided.
“I’ll give you a taste tonight of what the system can do, and show you highlights of Feyland. Tomorrow morning we’ll have a number of FullD systems on the floor for you all to try out.”
Not enough, of course, and the lines would be severely long. At least some of the convention-goers would get a chance to play. The ones that didn’t would just have to be content with an autographed picture.
Spark handed her mic to the emcee, then pulled on the gaming helm they’d wired into the theater display system. Even though the watching crowd wouldn’t be able to feel what she felt, they’d see and hear her gameplay; plus she’d do her best to narrate everything she was experiencing in-game.
She settled into the chair and loaded up the character creation screen of Feyland.
“Most of you are familiar with the types of characters here,” she said. “We’ve got casters, distance fighters, healers, melee classes—but a few new twists, too.”
With a couple of quick finger commands she called up her avatar, a magenta-haired character with pointed ears and a bow strapped to her back.
“This is the avatar I played in beta. She’s a Kitsune, with control over the elements and a few surprise talents.” Spark sent her character into Feyland, where she materialized in the familiar ring of mushrooms. “As you see, when you first enter the game, you’re in a clearing in the woods, surrounded by a faerie ring.”
She paused a moment, concentrating on the sensations.
“There’s a breeze—I can feel it against my cheeks. The moss underfoot is soft and springy, like walking on crash-test foam.” 
That got a small laugh. Smiling, Spark stepped over the ring—pale mushrooms mixed with white-dotted red ones—and gestured to the path leading between the trees. “Following that path takes you to your first adventure. I’ll let you explore that part yourselves. No point in ruining all the surprises. For now, we’ll jump ahead to the city.”
She keyed in the command to take her to the next preset scene. After a quick fade to black, her character reappeared on the crest of a hill overlooking a city. White towers gleamed, colorful pennants flying over an orderly maze of cobbled streets. A high wall enclosed the buildings, and the glint of a lake at the far side of the city was just visible, the blue waters shining beneath the sun.
“The city of Stronghold,” she said. “Here you’ll find vendors, combat trainers, and a huge variety of quests that send you off to explore the many fantastical areas of Feyland.”
Though, hopefully, not to the Dark Court, where the merciless and lovely queen ruled, hungry for entry into the mortal world. Spark shivered at the memory of the queen’s sharp-edged smile. Quickly, she sent her character striding down the road and through the city gates.
Non-player characters, NPCs, thronged the streets, selling their wares: bunches of herbs and flowers, loaves of bread, shiny knives. One corner boasted a juggler, while another featured a yellow-haired girl playing the fiddle. Sounds and smells filled the air, and Spark did her best to describe the mix of fresh-baked bread, dust, and lavender.
“We’ll swing by the Lucky Tavern,” she said, cutting through an alleyway. “Always good to start your questing with a refreshing beverage.”
The crowd laughed at that, as they were supposed to.
Spark entered the tavern and ordered a tankard of ale. She took a swig, then set it with a clunk on the wooden bar.
“Doesn’t taste too bad, though nothing like real ale. Not that I’d know, being below the drinking age.” She made her character wink, and the crowd joined in her amusement. “I heard that in the early stages of development, everything in-game tasted like bananas. Compared to that, ale is divine. You can order fruit juice or water, too, if that’s more your speed. VirtuMax tries to cover all the bases—though I’ve yet to see an espresso stand in the city.”
“Maybe someone should start one up!” a guy called from the crowd.
“He’d get business,” Spark said. “Actually, one of the upcoming expansions includes an interactive life simulation, so if your dream is to become a shopkeeper in Stronghold, with a few adventures on the side, you can do that. Or you can just spend all your time killing monsters. Speaking of which…”
She activated the final demo sequence. Her character materialized at the edge of a lake. Sunlight sparkled off the silver-blue water, and behind her stretched a field of golden grain. In front of her, though, the earth was charred and barren, a blackened swath leading up to a tumbled pile of boulders that were obviously the lair of some dire creature.
“One of the interesting things about Feyland,” she said, sending her character toward the stones, “is that the fights change, depending on your characters and party members. If I were in a group with a heavily armored fighter and a caster, for example, I’d find a different monster waiting ahead. As it is, the fights are challenging, though not impossible.”
Unless the gamer stumbled into the Realm of Faerie. But her job was to make sure that didn’t happen.
“So, you’re on easy mode?” some heckler called.
“No. I might die in this fight, which would be embarrassing.” The crowd chuckled along with her. “Just like in other games, dying is pretty inconvenient, and involves corpse-running. That is, taking time to run your ghost from the graveyard back to where you died, so you can reincorporate.”
She strode up to the very edge of the rocks and drew her bow from her back. Then, cautiously, she crept forward. Past the first outcropping lay an open area of bare ground, and behind it gaped the dark maw of a cave.
“It smells bad here—like charred hair and rotten meat. The developers had fun with the scent-scapes, though not everything is nasty in-game. I should have mentioned that the tavern smelled like wood smoke and baking bread.”
Something stirred in the back of the cave, and adrenaline spun through her. Quickly, she nocked an arrow and ducked for the partial cover of the granite boulder beside her.
With a scuttling rush, a creature charged into the clearing. Half lizard, half fighting rooster, it had the sharp-beaked head and nasty talons of a bird and a long, whip-like tail ending in a wicked spike. The whole hideous package stood over ten feet tall. It scanned the clearing and let out an angry shriek.
“Basilisk,” she said in a low voice. “Paralyzes for two seconds with its gaze, highly venomous bite, lethal tail spike.”
Spark’s focus tightened until she forgot she was in a demo game. The watching crowd faded until there was nothing but her character, and the fight.
Aiming for one of the creature’s yellow-crusted eyes, Spark let her arrow fly, then ducked back behind her boulder. The basilisk let out a squawk that sounded more annoyed than pain-filled. Damn, she’d missed. Which meant she now had a fully pissed-off bird looking to kill her.
She bent low and ran to a smaller tumble of rocks. Barely in time. The spike of the creature’s tail stabbed through the air where she’d just been. It was hard for her to take aim at the basilisk while avoiding its line of sight. She shot another arrow, this one landing in the joint of the creature’s leg.
Unfortunately, its lizard scales plated the basilisk in nearly impenetrable armor. She had to find its weak spots. There might be one behind its ankle, though with that sharp spur it wasn’t an easy target. Better than the eyes, though, which were going to be hard to reach unless she got a perfect shot.
A drop of venom splashed from the basilisk’s mouth, scorching the ground and sending up a waft of toxic smoke. 
Spark tucked and rolled, coming up under the creature’s belly. Drawing her boot dagger, she slashed at the back of its ankle, above where the sharp spur jutted out. The blade slid harmlessly off the thick scales, and she had to fling herself to the side as the basilisk hissed and kicked out.
Okay, not vulnerable in the ankle.
Breath rasping in her throat, Spark darted back toward the cover of the rocks. A painful heat hit the back of her shoulders, and her steps slowed until she stood motionless, facing the solid granite, but not protected by it. The basilisk had caught her in its evil gaze.
Come on—move! She desperately tried to budge, but her character was frozen, helpless. Her heartbeat pulsed through her, quick and urgent. She could hear the basilisk approaching behind her, its steps unhurried. It knew it had her.
Except… it didn’t.
Spark called up her trump card, and the reason she’d picked a Kitsune to play in the first place. The scene in front of her shifted, the colors washing out, the sounds three times louder. She was dimly aware of the audience reaction as she morphed into fox form.
The basilisk was nearly upon her. She heard it halt and bend down, the snick of its beak opening as it prepared to give its venomous death bite. 
Whirling, she gathered her four paws under her and leaped.
She landed on the back of the basilisk’s neck, where scales turned to feathers. Scrabbling for purchase, she forced herself closer to the top of its head. The creature shrieked and shook, trying to dislodge her. Droplets of burning venom singed her fur. She was slipping…
And then she was holding on, back in her human form, her dagger still in her hand. She raised it high and plunged it into the basilisk’s right eye. The blade entered with a liquid splat and the creature swayed.
Spark leaped free as the basilisk toppled to the ground, dead. Her heartbeat sounded loud in her ears, but the familiar victory rush sang through her blood—fear turning to exhilaration in that curious, quicksilver alchemy she loved.
The watching crowd cheered, and Spark blinked herself back to reality. She wiped the sticky blade of her dagger and re-sheathed it, then pumped one fist high. The applause rose.
“There you have it,” she said. “A taste of Feyland. Did you like it?”
The audience responded with screams of approval as she logged out of the game and pulled off her helmet.
A strand of her hair was stuck to her cheek and she felt a trickle of perspiration drip down her neck. It was hot under the lights, and she was flushed with success. A tech handed her a bottle of water. She took a quick gulp, then strode to the front of the stage.
The watching faces were still smudges, and she wondered for a second where Aran was in the crowd.
“I don’t need to remind you to come early tomorrow,” she said. “The demo line will be long, and I’m sorry that not everyone will get a chance at the FullD. As a consolation, I’ll be at the VirtuMax booth signing autographs. Please stop by.”
“I’ll take your consolation any day!” a guy yelled, and the crowd laughed in agreement.
Spark smiled, but didn’t respond. She’d learned not to engage. Last year, she’d had a brief interplay with someone in the crowd who had then ended up stalking her for months. Not fun.
Pulsing music rose through the speakers and the lights flashed through the spectrum of colors. The show was over. Waving, she sent her gaze across the entire theater, then headed for the wings.
The soft shadows enfolded her, and Spark drew in a breath. That had been some good play, though half the crowd wouldn’t believe it hadn’t been scripted beforehand. She didn’t do well with scripts. 
In the early days, VirtuMax had tried to run her through pre-planned scenarios. She’d hated them, and finally had insisted on playing live. It gave her the edge she needed, knowing that she could fail in front of everyone. And she had failed a couple of times—which just seemed to endear her even more to her fans.
“Great job, Miss Jaxley,” the emcee said, coming up and slapping her on the shoulder. “You going to any of the parties?”
“Not tonight. Big day tomorrow.”
She needed a shower, and some rest. Besides, the parties got old fast. It wasn’t her idea of a fun time, being surrounded by people who either were too tongue-tied to say anything or were doing their best to impress her, and making fools out of themselves in the process. None of it was genuine.
Longing for her friends in Crestview twisted through her. When she got back to her suite, she’d message Jennet and they could share some girl gossip. Maybe she’d even tell Jennet about meeting a cute guy today. 
Spark smiled wryly at the thought. Everyone assumed being a star must be wonderful, but she was grateful for any bit of normalcy she could find in her crazy life.
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Clutching his large soda—his second of the morning—Aran showed his badge to the convention center guard in the booth.
“Aran Cole,” he said. “Early appointment with VirtuMax.”
He hoped Spark hadn’t forgotten to put him on the list.
Apparently she hadn’t, because the guard nodded and buzzed him into the eerily quiet convention center. Eight hours ago, the place had been humming with late-night energy and side parties. He and Bix, by virtue of their badges and official volunteer T-shirts, had been able to attend a fair number of gatherings. 
At some point during the evening a woman dressed as a robo-enforcer, and her friend, a scantily clad warrior princess with a tongue as sharp as her blade, had hooked up with them. They’d danced to old-school club music; heavy, bone-shaking beats that made the masked and be-sparkled creatures on the temporary dance floor seem as though they were all one big creature. A huge organism, with each fan comprising an individual cell. 
Aran had tried a cup of weirdly-glowing blue punch, and hadn’t even finished it. He wasn’t much of a drinker, plus he wanted to be sharp the next morning. Bix got a little wilder, and Aran had to talk him out of going home with the robo-enforcer. As it was, they’d barely made the last train to Bix’s neighborhood. Aran had given him a boost through his bedroom window, then crawled into his own nest in the lightless back garage. 
Now, Aran felt himself waking up as he walked between the still booths, making for the section marked off by VirtuMax. That part of the Expo Hall was anything but sleepy, as the techs got ready for the big demo day. They’d cordoned off spaces for lines to snake back and forth, in preparation for the huge influx of eager gamers. Aran couldn’t help feeling smug about his personal invite. Sure, he knew Spark was just being gracious—he was too smart to read anything into it, which was maybe why she’d invited him in the first place—but it still felt good.
He spotted Spark’s bright hair immediately, and veered over to where she was talking with one of the techs, a woman with a serious expression in her brown eyes.
“I agree, fifteen systems aren’t enough,” Spark was saying. “But it’s all we get. I don’t have that much pull with the company, as you know.” She turned to Aran with a smile. “Hi! Glad you made it. Aran, this is Vonda, our lead on the floor today. Vonda, if you have a system ready to go, I’ve got you a tester.”
Vonda nodded. “Over here.”
“Thanks,” Aran said. 
He was torn between wanting to talk to Spark and diving into the FullD. Spark’s smile deepened.
“Go ahead. You can tell me what you think after you play.”
“I’ll do that,” Aran said.
He followed Vonda to where a gleaming FullD system sat, humming softly under the bright lights. She handed him a helmet and gloves.
“You know your way around an interface?” she asked.
“Yeah.” 
Aran slipped on the gloves and flexed his fingers. The fit was good, and the LEDs shone like tiny bits of rainbow. He slid into the chair and pulled the helmet on. Geared up and ready to go.
“Right then,” Vonda said. “Give a yell if you get stuck.”
He lifted one hand in acknowledgement, then turned his attention to the visor screen. The letter F, made of golden flame, took up most of his vision. With the flick of his index finger, Aran activated the game.
Moody, mysterious music played through the helmet. Words appeared, glowing and golden across the black background.
WELCOME TO FEYLAND
A VirtuMax Production
Version 1.1
A shiver of excitement ran down Aran’s spine. There was nothing like the thrill of entering a new game for the first time. He hoped Feyland would live up to its hype and pull him into the supposedly brilliant simulation of a fantastical world—and that the holes and cheats wouldn’t be too obvious. Half of the fun of running new content was the game, sure, but the other half was trying to get behind the interface, game the game as it were.
Words scrolled across the screen.
FEYLAND: A wondrous place where adventure awaits. Alone, or with other bold adventurers, seek out glory and riches, or pledge yourself in service to the greater good. This fabled land needs your skills and prowess to avert the dark shadows of the Neverwhere. Do you have the strength to prevail, or will you fail, as so many champions have before? Prove yourself in the epic game of Feyland!
The letters deepened to crimson, then scattered into ashy fragments, whirling away as the music rose. For a split second, a pair of eyes glowed from the shadows. Nice touch, giving the opening sequence just a hint of creepiness.
The screen changed, showing a character-creation interface. He skimmed over the possibilities. Even though he wanted to linger, to carefully read the descriptions of the various classes and their abilities, he didn’t have the time. Right now, his job was to get in-game and start poking at the edges of the programming. The best way to do that was to choose a heavy-combat character in order to minimize time lost to dying. 
He scrolled past the lightly armored magic users. He wouldn’t be playing a Spellcaster or Healing Priest this time around. Partway through the medium combat classes, his eye was caught by a jaunty-looking avatar classified as a Saboteur. Aran paused, then shook his head and continued on to the heavily armored melee fighters. The limited choices of Knight, Mercenary, and Warrior seemed boring. He glanced back up at the rapier-wielding character dressed in dark blue and burgundy.
Saboteur, now… wasn’t that his specialty? 
Before he could second-guess his impulse, he lifted his finger and chose the character class. The Saboteur expanded to fill his vision.
SABOTEUR: A tricky character, the Saboteur’s loyalties are not always easy to define. Skilled in use of the rapier and knives, this class has a range of stealth and misdirection skills.
Perfect.
Aran quickly modified the basic avatar, giving him a slender build—all the better for sneaking around—and skin a shade darker than his own. Too bad there wasn’t an option to add an indigo streak to his character’s hair.
At the naming prompt, he entered his standard onscreen name of Ebon.
Character complete. Enter game?
It only took a flick of his fingers to signal yes, and Aran paused a second to admire the smooth response of the gaming gloves. The real test would be in-game, but so far he had to admit the FullD system impressed him.
A brassy blare of trumpets filled his ears, and the visor screen flared with golden light. For a moment he felt as though he was falling through space, complete with a dizzy, disorienting clutch in his stomach. 
He willed his senses to settle, and squeezed his eyes tight. When he opened them again, his character stood in the center of a clearing surrounded by white-barked trees, a summer-blue sky overhead. Velvety mosses cushioned his feet, and he was encircled by a ring of mushrooms, their scarlet caps dotted with white. A narrow path led from the clearing into the trees, their trunks graceful columns, their leaves shimmering silver in the faint breeze.
A breeze he could feel against his cheek. Wondering, Aran tilted his face up. Yes, he really felt the brush of air against his skin. It was almost as if he were standing there in person, instead of his digitally-created avatar. Even though he’d seen the demo last night—and Spark had been great—it hadn’t prepared him for the actual feel of the game. VirtuMax had seriously outdone themselves.
Still, he had work to do. He was a Saboteur, after all. With a wry smile, Aran brought up the keyboard and typed in his most reliable hacker script. About half the games he cracked ran on an old-style operating system with more holes than a pierced-out goth. 
No luck this time; the game scene remained unchanged, the graphics a solid wall between him and the programming. Good thing he had more than a few ways to pick apart the bytes.
The minutes ticked by, and each command he entered proved useless. Aran’s chest tightened. This was his one chance to slide behind the programming before the game released, and he was skewing badly toward failure.
Okay, then. Maybe he’d get some insight into what else to try by playing forward. The path through the trees beckoned. Was it the only option?
Aran turned and picked a different part of the woods. He stepped out of the mushroom circle and strode forward—
Only to find himself back in the middle of the ring again. Another try in the opposite direction earned him the same result. VirtuMax had plugged any holes in the opening sequence code. If he had more time he’d try to unravel the edges, but not now.
Senses primed, he left the circle again, this time heading down the path. Fallen leaves softened his footsteps, and dappled light slanted between the trees. It was peaceful, and Aran didn’t trust it one bit.
Still, no creatures leaped out at him with weapons bared, or charged through the underbrush, growling. The forest thinned and he stepped out from under the trees into a green meadow. The path curved, leading toward a storybook cottage; the kind of place where either a kindly woman or a wicked hag lived. Sometimes both, in the same person.
Aran called up his hacker scripts again. When he ran the third one, the air of Feyland rippled, and he glimpsed something behind the pastoral scene. Something glittering and dark.
What the hell was that?
Swallowing back a sudden jab of fear, he tried the code again. Nothing.
Nothing left to do but go farther into the game. Before heading to the cottage, he reviewed his character’s combat skills, memorizing the few moves his Saboteur came equipped with. A couple stabs and slices, a dodge-and-disappear, and a distance knife throw. Hopefully they’d be adequate to deal with whatever creatures he might meet in battle.
A bird swooped overhead, singing. The meadow grasses, scattered with yellow and blue flowers like something out of a famous painting, riffled in the breeze. Still, he couldn’t get that foreboding sense off his shoulders. Something was watching him—and waiting.
“Mr. Cole?” Vonda’s voice sounded over his headset, roughened with static. “How’s it going in there?”
“Good,” Aran said. “It’s an amazing place.”
“You’ve got another twenty minutes to enjoy it before I need you to log off,” she said.
“Right. I’ll finish up. Just let me know when.”
Time was funny in-game, but he was still surprised by how quickly it had gone. His stomach knotted. This was his chance, and so far he had nothing to show for it. Way to go, mister supreme hacker.
He didn’t have time to waste standing around listening to his own self-doubt. Shutting up the mocking voice, Aran strode forward to the little cottage. Sunlight sparked off its diamond-paned windows and made the whitewashed walls and golden thatch shine brightly.
Something crouched on the front step; a creature that made Aran’s steps slow. As he got closer he saw it was a hunched goblin with sharp teeth, wearing a blood-red cap and stained leather jerkin. The faint scent of rotting flowers wafted to Aran’s nose. 
The goblin stood, his clawed fingers clasped about a long-handled axe, his malicious gaze fixed on Aran. Taking a deep breath, Aran drew his knives.
Instead of attacking him, the goblin spoke, his voice rough as old hinges.
“Greetings, mortal,” the creature said.
Aran rolled his weight onto the balls of his feet and considered how to answer. Maybe the goblin was a quest-giver of some kind, though there weren’t many clues. Feyland was surprisingly scarce with the information given out to players. He supposed it was part of the immersive appeal, but most games provided at least a sense of the basics, if not full-on tutorials. This kind of confusing approach wasn’t going to fly with a lot of casual gamers. What had VirtuMax been thinking?
The goblin tapped his ugly fingers, but gave no sign that he was planning to get violent.
“Hello,” Aran said at last, bracing himself.
“Ah! It speaks.” The goblin sneered at him. “What do you seek, Eron the Adventurer?”
A chill gripped the back of Aran’s neck. “What did you call me?” 
That was freaky. Sure, maybe he’d misspelled his usual avatar name, keying in Eron instead of Ebon. It still sounded uncomfortably close to his real name. Was Spark playing a practical joke on him? 
“You seek to explore beyond the framework of Feyland,” the goblin said, ignoring his question. “We can aid you.”
Aran blinked. The conversation had just gone completely surreal. He was not having a chat with a character in-game about how to hack the game. No way.
“Aren’t you supposed to give me a quest or something?” he asked.
“I offer you a way into the Realm. Into the world that lies beyond this one.” The goblin waved his clawed hand at the cottage and peaceful meadow. “Do you accept?”
The wind stilled, the singing of birds muted. Aran’s heartbeat sounded loud in his ears. For some reason, the question felt way more important than a simple step in a game.
“I do,” he said. The words rang out like the clang of bells, hanging in the air, and he flinched.
“Good.” The goblin bared his sharp teeth. “At the dark of the moon we will come and show you the way. Be ready, mortal. Midnight approaches.”
Before Aran could say anything, the goblin disappeared. The wind went back to ruffling the grasses, and birds chirped merrily at the edge of the forest. Lungs tight, Aran made himself take a deep breath. That had been the weirdest gameplay he’d ever experienced.
And he still hadn’t cracked a single line of Feyland’s code.
Desperation edging his thoughts, he called up the keyboard interface and entered every possible hack he could think of. Nothing—not even that weird flicker he’d gotten earlier. It was as if the game was built on some kind of entirely new operating system, configured in ways he couldn’t quite grasp.
“Ready to come out?” Vonda asked, her voice still broken by static.
Not at all, but what else could he do?
Fingers heavy, he gave the command to log out of Feyland. That same golden light flared, making his stomach twist. Then his ordinary senses returned. He was sitting in the FullD sim chair, the hubbub of the Expo Hall rising as the convention-goers flooded in.
He pulled off the helmet and stood. A wave of dizziness hit him, and he grabbed the back of the sim chair to steady himself. The fluorescent lights were too bright, and he squinted against the glare.
A long line of people waited to try the gaming systems. Spark stood by the main VirtuMax table, holding a stack of glossy images: promo pics of herself, simming. Seeing that he was off the system, she set them down and came over.
“What did you think of Feyland?” she asked.
“It was… really different.” He shook his head, trying to clear it.
Her dark blue eyes fixed intently on him. “How so?”
“The immersion was amazing. I felt like I was actually there, you know?”
“I know. What else?”
He dropped his gaze to the dull beige carpet, avoiding her scrutiny. No way was he going to confess he’d spent his time in-game attempting to hack behind the interface.
“Um. Unexpected creatures.” Total understatement.
“Did you get to any questlines?”
“Hey.” He glanced back up. “I need to check in at the volunteer center. And you have about a million autographs to sign.”
She looked at the waiting autograph seekers, then back to him. “I’d like to talk with you more, though. Lunch?”
He blinked. Spark Jaxley was inviting him to lunch?
“Sure.”
“Great.” Her mouth quirked up into a smile. “Come up to the VirtuMax VIP suite. Number 504. I’ll tell my guys to let you in.”
“Yo, Spark! Time to get to work,” Vonda called, waving toward the table.
Fans were stacked up ten deep already, the ones in front giving Aran bitterly envious looks. He could practically hear them wondering who this guy was, taking up their idol’s attention and keeping her from the essential task of signing her name and making small talk with them.
“I have to go,” Spark said. “See you later.”
Wonderful. He’d be stepping into the heart of VirtuMax security, carrying secrets that could get him in serious trouble. Watching Spark swing her magenta hair back and sit down at the table, Aran found that he couldn’t wait.
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Sweet music played through the shadowed meadows and shivered through the silver-leaved oaks of the Dark Realm. Perched upon her tangled throne, the Dark Queen smiled.
 The nixie combing her hair beside a moonlit stream paused, then bared her rows of sharp, serrated teeth. The wisps in the brackish swamps danced and swirled, leaving blue streaks of luminescence in the air. Moths with sightless eyes on pale wings fluttered helplessly, trapped in sticky, black-stranded webs.
“Well done, Codcadden,” the queen said to the redcap goblin hunched in a bow before her. “When the moon shutters her face to the mortal world, you will fetch this human who has freely agreed to enter the realm.”
“My lady,” the goblin said. “How shall we bring him hither?”
“Send me.” The Huntsman lifted his horned head. “My hunt has brought many a mortal across that boundary, and my hounds grow restless.”
“No,” the queen said. “I do not want him to arrive fickle-minded and wits-wandering from riding with the Wild Hunt. Three goblins and the Enchanted Sack shall do. After all, the mortal is willing.”
“As my lady wishes.” 
The Huntsman returned to his vigil, his red-eyed hounds curling about him. The goblin before the throne bowed even lower, until his nose brushed the silken mosses.
“Go,” the queen said. “Be assured of my favor. Your clan is welcome at the feasting tonight.”
The goblin departed, not daring to glance at his ruler’s face. The queen’s moods were fickle of late, and the wrong tilt of the head or set of the mouth could send her into a rage. Perhaps, he thought, this new mortal could set things aright.
In the shadows behind the throne, the court musicians played softly. The music quieted as a weary-faced man stilled his guitar and stepped up beside the queen.
“My lady,” he said. “Are you indeed set upon this course?”
“Bard Thomas.” The look she turned on him was full of frost and midnight. “Do you think to barter for yet another mortal’s life? Your human ways grow tiresome, and I begin to regret our bargain.”
“Forgive me. I shall not speak of it again.” 
He made her a deep bow, then backed away, returning the sweet notes of his guitar to the music weaving about the court. The feasting tables were laid, platters heaped with delicacies for the ethereal and hideous denizens of the Dark Court to dine upon. Tall candelabras lined the tables, their flames unearthly still despite the night breeze. Gossamer-winged faerie maids laughed and danced, while black-haired creatures growled and slavered from the shadows.
The Dark Queen surveyed her court, then let her awareness expand to the very edge of her realm. On one side she was bounded by brightness, on the other, the newly rebuilt boundary between the Realm of Faerie and the human world. 
Rebuilt, yes, but not without chinks in that obdurate wall. Her passage through might be barred for the moment, but soon enough she would hold the mortal key.
 

 
Two hours later, Spark’s hand cramped and ached from signing autographs. She’d known it would, but she still refused to use a stamp, or pre-printed photos. Sure, VirtuMax had made her their spokesmodel, but the fans were way more important to her than the company. It was important to keep the whole fame thing as real as possible—for everyone involved.
Rubbing her palm with her left thumb, she let her security guys do their job and escort her with minimal drama out of the Expo Hall. Once they reached the corridor outside, she realized how incredibly noisy it had been on the floor. Her ears still hummed from the aftermath.
She sighed, and Burt gave her a sympathetic glance.
“Two more days, Miss Jaxley.”
She wished her security team would call her by her first name, but they were sticklers for following protocol. It was one of the reasons VirtuMax hired the company in the first place. After a couple of tries she’d quit trying to argue about it.
“One day, really,” she said. “The con’s over after the big lunch panel tomorrow.”
After that, she was off to do a string of appearances at game emporiums and super-stores up and down the coast. The week of the official FullD release was packed with multiple events, plus a daytime news show interview and a guest spot at Bella Boingo’s sold-out stadium concert. SimCon was a vacation in comparison.
“Your guest has arrived, miss,” Joe, the guard at the door of her VIP suite, said. “He’s waiting inside.”
“Thanks.” 
Right. She’d almost forgotten that she’d invited Aran to have lunch with her. It had been an impulse, but something about his reaction to playing Feyland had been off. And Feyland plus weirdness wasn’t something she could overlook.
Aran was reclining in a big white beanbag in the main room, texting on his messager. When he saw her, he tucked the device away and jumped to his feet. His smile really was cute, and she liked how the corners of his eyes crinkled from it.
“Hey,” she said. “Sorry to make you wait.”
“No stress. They give you way more comfortable chairs than us peons in the volunteer room. It’s good to slack after running around all morning.”
“You’re a volunteer?” 
For some reason she’d thought he was on the con staff. Maybe because of his self-assurance, or his calm manner. It was refreshing to spend time with someone her own age who didn’t freak out in her presence. The rest of the Feyguard excepted.
“Yeah,” he said, “I’m a gofer.”
“So you’re a local? Come eat, and tell me what I should see on my half-day off.” 
Though part of her had considered spending her partial day off asleep, she also hated to miss seeing new places. This city, despite the dreary weather, seemed interesting.
She led him to the small table where the catered lunch was set up. Nothing special—turkey wraps with veggies, chips, and her favorite chocolate bars, imported from Belgium.
Aran snagged a soda from the assortment on the table, then took his own chair. He popped the top, the crisp sound loud in the quiet of the suite.
“Do you have an umbrella?” he asked. “A raincoat?” 
“Probably.”
“You don’t know?” He shot her a look. “Or did you leave it at home?”
“It’s complicated.”
She took a bite of her lunch, suddenly embarrassed. Now that she was paying attention, she could tell Aran’s clothes were a little too worn to be fashionable. She’d bet credits that he’d worn the same jeans yesterday. Which was a normal thing, except that she knew what it was like to have one decent pair, and no money for more. And she knew that slight air of defiance that came from wearing the only presentable clothing you had.
“I travel a lot,” she said. “All over the world. When it’s winter here, it’s summer someplace else.”
“That must be prime, seeing all those countries.” His voice held a note of yearning.
She didn’t ask him if he’d traveled much. She didn’t need to. It was clear Aran wanted to go places, but hadn’t. Yet.
“Thing is,” she continued, “sometimes I don’t even know where VirtuMax is sending me until I get there. I have an assistant that knows my schedule weeks in advance. She packs everything I need and makes sure it’s waiting for me on arrival.”
His eyes widened. “Don’t you have anything that goes with you? Favorite shirt or something?”
“I have a few possessions, but I prefer to travel light. Makes things easier.” 
She couldn’t afford to get too attached, to things or people. Two and a half years on the road had taught her that. Whether it was a broken heart when she had to leave her first boyfriend behind, or the treasured necklace that had been stolen from her bags, she’d had to learn how to let go.
“Since you were coming here, I’m sure you have a raincoat,” he said. “Dig it out, because the best parts of this city are outside.”
As they finished eating lunch, Aran described the highlights of his home town: the outdoor fair, the famous skyscraper, the hidden cove by the sea, reachable only by walking along old train tracks.
“And of course,” he said, “no visit is complete without sampling the ice cream stands all over the place.”
“Isn’t it a little cold for that?” She pushed her empty plate away and started unwrapping one of the chocolate bars, the purple foil smooth under her fingers.
“We don’t care.” He grinned at her. “That’s why they’re combo vendors. Ice cream and coffee. Or hot chocolate, if you prefer.”
“I do.” She broke a square off the bar and offered it to him. “How could you tell?”
“Lucky guess.”
He accepted the chocolate, then reached over and took her hand. It was a natural gesture, and she was too surprised to pull away.
“You’ve been rubbing your palm this whole time,” he said. “Let me.”
“I have?” She knew her hand ached, but hadn’t paid much attention.
It was bold of him to reach out like that, yet it made her feel normal—like she wasn’t the untouchable sim star everybody else saw. She’d stop him if he pushed her boundaries too far, but the novelty of his gesture kept her silent, and strangely content.
His fingers wrapped around the back of her hand, strong and warm, while his thumb massaged her open palm. It was a delicious feeling, in all kinds of ways. Blood rushed through her, while the ache in her hand eased. She let out a long breath, and he stopped.
“Too hard?”
“No—it’s perfect.” She probably should ask him to stop, but it felt so good.
Not just the massage, which was great, but the sensation of touch, of someone’s skin against her own. She felt like a drooping plant getting much-needed water.
Finally, he stopped and pulled his hand away. It was hard to tell with his dusky skin, but she thought he was blushing.
“Better?” he asked.
“Much. Maybe I should hire you to come on tour as my hand massager. Put you on the VirtuMax payroll.” She was only half joking.
Something flashed through his eyes, and he sat back a little. She didn’t know what she’d said, but the closeness she’d felt between them was gone.
“I need to get back to work,” he said, tugging on the badge slung around his neck. “Thanks for lunch.”
Disappointment curled through her, along with the realization she hadn’t had a chance to ask him more about his time in Feyland.
“Can’t you stay a bit longer?”
He stood. “Sorry—my shift is about to start and I don’t want to be late.”
Clearly she didn’t have time now to ask probing questions about his in-game experience, but she wasn’t going to let this go. As a member of the Feyguard, she couldn’t.
“Are you free tonight?” she asked.
“Maybe.” His tone was cautious.
“VirtuMax is throwing a party,” she said, trying to sound casual. “If you want, I’ll put you on the guest list. Bring a friend.”
Did he have a girlfriend? She didn’t like how the thought stabbed. Well, she’d find out—and it wasn’t like she could start dating the guy herself. She was leaving first thing Monday morning.
“That would be great,” he said, and sounded like he meant it.
She walked him over to the door. They stood there awkwardly for a moment, not quite touching.
“See you later, then,” she said. “It’s in suite 204.”
“Okay. Later.” 
He met her gaze, and something in his dark eyes made a little flame flicker to life in the middle of her chest. Then he was gone, closing the door softly behind him.
Dammit. She was not falling for some cute gamer guy she knew nothing about. Even if he seemed nice and had rubbed her hand.
Spark leaned her forehead against the closed door, feeling the vibrations of the con rumbling through the building. She didn’t want to turn around and go back into the empty suite, breathe in the stale air of loneliness, and eat the rest of the chocolate by herself.
But she did.
 

 
Aran’s feet were sore from working the Expo Hall the rest of the afternoon. At five o’clock, he and two other volunteers walked through the big room, announcing they were closing up for the night. All the convention-goers needed to leave before the main doors locked at five thirty. The vendors would have one door available to them, but that would close at six.
“Doors reopen at ten,” Aran called. “Everybody out.”
Two gray-haired guys were arguing at a table filled with old-school RPG books and board games. One of them picked up a figurine and brandished it.
“The introduction of the Elbeck was the worst idea, ever! From then on, the game totally dived.”
“Lies. Without the Elbeck, the entire storyline makes no sense. Dude, you’re an idiot.”
Aran leaned forward, ready to intervene if things got violent. The one guy raised his hand, and Aran started to sprint over, only to relax as the Elbeck-hater clapped the other fellow on the back.
“Come on,” he said, tossing the figurine down on the table. “Let’s go get a beer.”
“Right on.”
The two men headed for the exit, still arguing companionably. Behind them, a couple sporting tufted ears and long, striped tails darted, playing a growling game of tag on their way out.
Gamers. Aran shook his head, but couldn’t help smiling. These crazy people were his tribe—even though he’d gone over to what some of them would call the dark side. He felt too stuffy, dressed in his jeans and SimCon shirt. Tonight, the blue streak was going back in his hair.
He met Bix at the info table up front, the Expo Hall strangely quiet as the vendors closed up.
“I’m so ready for fun,” Bix said. “Think we can get into some more parties? Maybe we’ll meet up with Cyndee and Pema again.”
Aran had to think for a second, “Right—warrior princess and robo-enforcer-girl.”
“You have to admit, they were pretty flawless.”
There was only one girl on Aran’s mind, and nobody else at the convention could even come close.
“If you want to go to a party,” he said, “how about VirtuMax’s?”
Bix snorted. “Right. You have to be on the list for that one. No sliding in just because of our shirts and badges.”
“I got us on the list.”
“What?” Bix stared at him, his eyes comically wide. “Not true.”
“Yes true.”
“Woot!” Bix started dancing around, waving his long arms. “I can’t believe it—this is so prime!”
Aran couldn’t help smiling at his friend’s excitement. He shared it, though he drew the line at dancing like a maniac. 
It would be good to see Spark one more time before the con ended. And she had mentioned her half-day off. If he invited her to see the city with him, would she come? His pulse sped at the thought.
Bix finally stopped dancing. “When does the party start?”
“I’m not sure. Not too early.”
“What should we wear? Like, costumes, or just normal clothes? Do you think Spark Jaxley will be there?”
“No doubt. Come on.” Aran headed for the exit.
Somehow, the moment to reveal his budding friendship with Spark had come and then gone. Now it felt too late.
“I think I’ll be NinjaQuad,” Bix said. “I can use my brother’s costume.”
“Will it fit?” Outside the Expo Hall they took a right, back toward Gofer Central.
“I’ll make it fit. What are you wearing?”
“Let’s grab our stuff and go home,” Aran said. “We can figure out it out, eat something, and get back here within a couple hours. The party won’t get going until then, anyway.”
He didn’t feel like arguing with Bix about wearing a costume. It would be enough to re-dye his hair and wear his Tinz shirt—his favorite band. He’d actually bought the shirt, though he’d climbed the fence with a couple of friends to sneak into the concert. Good times.
So, no costume. For one thing, he didn’t have one, and for another, he wanted Spark to recognize him. He had a feeling she’d be herself, too—though the room would probably be full of magenta-haired gamer girls. 
Which meant going as Spark Jaxley was the perfect disguise.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Loud music throbbed through suite 204, along with flashing lights from the temporary dance floor. Spark sipped a glowing cup of VirtuMax-red punch, watched the multicolored lights play over the partygoers, and tried not to stare at the door. Just because Aran said he’d come didn’t mean he would. Or that it meant anything if he did. Being put on the guest list wasn’t the same thing as actually going on a date.
Get it together, she told herself, heading to the refreshment table. It was ridiculous to waste time dreaming over a guy. Even if he was cute, and good company.
She grabbed a plate and put a couple of cookies on it to give herself something to do, then went to lean against the wall again. Luckily, in the semi-dim light, it was hard for people to see that she was the actual Spark Jaxley. So far she’d counted eight other people dressed like her—and not all of them were women.
Vonda joined her, costumed as one of her favorite anime creatures, complete with six purple arms. Three of them held glasses of punch, and Spark hoped the mechanics stayed solid. She didn’t want red glow spilled on her.
“Demos went well today,” Vonda said. “We managed to get more than two-thirds of the line through.”
“That’s a record. I think all of them came and got autographs.” 
“How’s the hand?”
“Good enough.” Spark shrugged, glad the low light hid her expression. Aran’s mini-massage had helped. “What did you think of the guy I invited to come early?”
Vonda tilted her head. “Cute. But you knew that already.”
“I meant his gaming.”
Spark took a sip of punch, even though she hated how the glow clung to people’s lips for a moment afterward. If she had infrared vision, she’d probably be able to see people’s whole digestive tracts lit up. Disturbing thought.
“He obviously knew his way around a sim-system. Beyond that, I couldn’t say. I was too busy getting everything else set up. Where’d you meet him?”
“Here, at the con. He’s a volunteer. When he logged out, did you notice anything… off?”
“Hm.” Vonda crossed two of her arms. “Maybe, yeah. I didn’t tag it right away, but after watching hundreds of people come out of Feyland today, his reaction was a little strange. No smiles, no gushing praise. Or even the opposite. He was real quiet when he walked away.”
The confirmation gave Spark a twinge. She’d been right—and she doubly hoped Aran would come to the party tonight. Pointed questions were in order, and she wouldn’t let him distract her this time.
“Is there a problem?” Vonda asked.
“No. Just wondering.”
“You could ask him about his gaming experience yourself. He’s over there by the couches.”
“What?” Spark’s heart gave a thump, then settled back into a faster rhythm. She scanned the clots of people standing at the far end of the room. “Are you sure?”
“Since he’s not in costume, yes. There,” she pointed with yet another arm, “next to the warrior babe.”
“I see him.” 
And she wished she hadn’t. The girl he stood by was giving him a possessive look, and she was gorgeous—all lush curves and pouty lips, the way Spark would never be. As she watched, the warrior babe curled her arm around Aran’s.
He wasn’t wearing his glasses, which was why she hadn’t spotted him immediately. Without the dark frames his sharp cheekbones stood out.
“Go talk to him,” Vonda said.
“I don’t—”
“Come on. You’re Spark Jaxley. Here, I’ll take those.” Vonda grabbed her plate and cup of punch, which Spark was happy to give up without a fight.
She tucked her hair behind one ear. Sure, she was a star, but that didn’t mean she was flawlessly self-confident every waking moment. 
“I’m waiting.” Vonda started tapping her foot in a theatrical manner.
“You think being my part-time manager means you can boss me around?”
“Yep.”
“Fine.”
Spark lifted her chin and made her way past a group of gyrating dancers, toward the couches. She almost veered away when Aran’s girlfriend whispered something in his ear. Then he saw her and smiled. A real smile, not a star-struck one. So she kept going until she was standing in front of him.
“Hi,” she said. “Glad you came.” Even if he’d brought his date.
“Wouldn’t miss it.” He glanced at his girlfriend. “Pema, I’d like you to meet—”
“Spark Jaxley,” Pema said. “Decent costume, if a bit uninspired.”
As if the warrior princess showing lots of skin was an original idea.
“Hey.” Aran untangled his arm from Pema’s grasp. “This is actually the real—”
“Aran, man, you have got to come over here,” a tall, gangly guy in a too-small costume interrupted, grabbing Aran’s shoulder from behind. “Cyndee just met one of the VirtuMax techs!”
“Hold on, Bix,” Aran said as his friend started moving away. “I want you to meet—”
“Well, come soon. I gotta get back, before Cyndee decides he’s a better date.”
“He’s a cute VirtuMax tech?” Pema asked. “I’m with ya. Later, Aran.”
With a swish of her hips, Pema turned and followed the tall guy away, leaving Spark blinking at Aran.
“Wait,” she said. “Pema’s not your girlfriend?”
She felt as if someone put the room on pause as she waited for his answer.
“No. I just met her yesterday.”
The lights flashed, red and green and purple, and the music pulsed through the air, kick-starting Spark’s smile.
“You met a lot of people yesterday,” she said, trying not to grin too much.
“But only one that I’d like to know better,” he said. “Want to dance?”
“Sure.”
They found a corner of the floor, and she was glad to see that Aran was a good dancer. Nothing too flashy, nothing too geeky, although she had to laugh a little when they started copying one another’s robo-dance moves.
The DJ put on a slow song, and Spark hesitated. Then Aran opened his arms, and she went into them. She slipped her arms around his shoulders, and their bodies gently bumped as they swayed together. It was straight out of a too-sweet movie, but she didn’t care.
She was just a girl, dancing with a boy, and everything in the world was right.
The music stopped too soon. She leaned her head against his chest a moment longer, counting his breaths.
She pulled back a little and touched the dash of indigo in his black hair. “Is this new? I like it.”
“I just redid it. My rebel streak.”
“I think it goes deeper than your hair.” 
She could picture him, riding midnight streets on a sleek grav-cycle, pushing the speed limit, flying over the horizon toward dawn and freedom.
“Maybe.” His expression was shuttered.
“Break time,” the DJ announced. “Grab some refreshments, and meet me back here in ten!”
Spark stepped out of Aran’s arms as the room lights came up.
“Want to get some punch?” she asked.
“Not really. That glow weirds me. Maybe just a glass of water.”
“Let’s go to the kitchen.” She tilted her head to the half-hidden door in the corner of the suite. “That’s where they keep the high-class beverages. You know, water, fruit juice.”
“Caffeinated drinks?”
“Definitely.” 
Spark led him around the plastic ferns in the corner, and they slipped into the empty kitchen. The remains of frantic party-readying were evident in the empty food containers scattered over the counters and the glowing red puddle of punch in the sink.
“I think there’s a coffee maker in here somewhere,” Spark said.
“I’m good with soda.”
She opened the fridge, and Aran snagged a silver can of high-octane soda.
“You planning on staying up all night?” she asked.
“Maybe. If the company keeps being this good.”
“Does that line actually work for you?” She had to admit, though, it had. A little.
He laughed. “Hey, if it’s true, it’s not a line.”
She rolled her eyes. But no matter how much she liked him, she had some questions she needed to ask before he distracted her again.
“I want to hear more about your experience in Feyland,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “We didn’t get enough of a chance to talk about what you thought of the game-play.”
“I told you—it was interesting.”
“That’s not very detailed.” A shiver of unease went through her. “What, exactly, did you do in there?”
He set his soda on the counter, then took her hands. “That’s not important. Have you ever seen the sun rise over the sea?”
“You’re avoiding my question.”
“Look. I’m trying to ask you out. We’ll have plenty of time to talk as I show you the city. That is, if your keepers will let you go.”
She couldn’t help the pleased glow that warmed her from within.
“If they don’t, I’ll fire them.”
“Good.” 
He held her gaze and leaned forward. The promise of a kiss tingled in the space between them—and the kitchen door swung open, letting in a blare of music. And Burt.
“Everything all right in here, Miss Jaxley?”
It had been, until he walked in.
“Sure,” she said. “Burt, you remember Aran, from lunch?”
“Of course.” His voice was flat.
“Hey,” Aran said. 
His eyes were guarded. For a long moment he and Burt just looked at each other. If they had hackles, she was sure they’d be raised.
“Burt,” she said, “Aran’s going to take me out to see the city. I’ll be back after sunrise.”
“I don’t think so.” Burt crossed his arms.
“I’ll take good care of her,” Aran said.
“That’s what I’m worried about.”
“Stop it.” She stepped between them. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much. Burt, you’re my security team leader, not my dad. Besides, I know the protocol.”
Aran raised his brows. “Protocol?”
“I’m only allowed to be gone four hours, have to activate the locater in my wrist-chip to a specific frequency, and check in every half-hour.” In some ways, having a security team was worse than parents.
“Being a super-celebrity seems pretty tweaked, you know that?” 
“Oh, I know.”
All too well. But tonight she wanted to shut away that part of her life and be an ordinary girl.
“Hold out your hand,” Burt said, gesturing to Aran. “Let me see that chip.”
“So you can short it out?” Aran asked. “No thanks.”
“Mr. Cole, if you don’t want me to throw you out this very moment, it’s a requirement.”
Aran hesitated. She could see his throat move as he swallowed. Then he rolled up his sleeve and extended his arm, wrist up.
Burt leaned forward, gave a grunt, and with his thumbnail flicked the chip completely off Aran’s wrist. It sparkled, turning in the air, before Burt caught it in his meaty fist.
“Burt! His chip—you can’t do that.” Turning to Aran, she grabbed his hand, inspecting his skin for blood. “Are you all right?”
“Sorry, Spark,” he said. “It was a fake.”
“What?” A spurt of anger heated her blood, and she dropped his wrist. “Are you a fake, too? Is your name even Aran, or is this some game you’re playing?”
“No.” He gave her a pained look. “This is real.”
“Aran Myeong Cole,” Burt said. “American father, Korean mother. Ostensibly lives at 1418 Circle Court, with two siblings and both parents. Graduated from high school two years early, and was accepted on full scholarship to several elite colleges. Attended none of them, due to—”
“All right,” Aran said, his voice raised and uneven. “Real enough for you? I think I’m done here.”
He turned and started for the door.
“Wait.” Spark caught his arm. “You can’t just leave.”
“It was nice meeting you,” he said. “I’ll always be a fan.”
“No.” Her fingers tightened. “We are not finished. I need to know what you did today, in Feyland.”
Aran jerked his head up, his pupils wide. “I told you. I explored the world a little bit. That’s it.”
“He’s lying,” Burt said.
“Aran, listen to me.” She had no idea how to say this, especially in front of Burt. “The game is… different. Be careful.”
Aran’s brows drew together, and she could see the pulse beating fast in his neck. He glanced at Burt, then back to her.
“Goodbye, Spark.”
Before she could react, he leaned in and brushed a kiss over her lips. Then he pulled away, out of her grasp, out the kitchen door, out of her life.
“Miss Jaxley—”
“Why did you do that?” She whirled on Burt. “The one guy who treated me like a real person, and you drove him away!”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s my job. That boy has a criminal record for running drugs. And he was lying to you. You spending time with him was a no-go.”
Great. She’d been all too right about Aran’s rebel streak.
“I’m going back to my rooms.”
She stalked past Burt, taking the other exit from the kitchen. If she had to walk back through the VirtuMax party, she would scream at the emptiness of it all.
Burt followed her without a word, just doing his job. Whether she wanted him to or not.
There was no escaping from her life. Not even by playing games, the way she used to do. Now her life was a huge, complex game, played on VirtuMax’s system.
Well, that wasn’t completely true. The world was bigger than the FullD, or the continent, or even the planet. There were worlds beyond worlds, and she had even seen one of them.
But even memories of haunting fey magic couldn’t ease the aching of her human heart.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Aran slumped on the lumpy sofa in the Chowney’s garage, his battered tablet in one hand. He’d turned the single wall-mounted heater on, but it did little to push back the chill. Even with a cup of ramen in his belly and his bulky black hoodie on, he couldn’t get warm.
Everything in his life was sour. He’d gotten nowhere with hacking Feyland, he’d severely tweaked it with Spark—not that they’d had a chance of something real, anyway—and he’d just found out some guy on buysimcheats.com had undercut all his prices. He was down to twelve bucks, half of it in grimy change.
And he didn’t even have his fake chip any more. It was a little thing, but it stung the back of his throat. He was out of choices, with nowhere left to go.
At the dark of the moon, we will come and take you… The goblin’s words echoed through his mind. Aran scrolled through the calendars on his tablet until he found one that showed the phases of the moon. The dark of the moon was tomorrow. 
His stomach tightened, although he knew nothing was going to happen. Feyland was just a game.
From outside the thin window he heard giggling. He immediately powered off his tablet, the blue glow fading until the garage was dark. Rising, he twitched open the thick, dusty curtain and could barely make out the figure of Bix trying to boost the robo-enforcer girl into his bedroom window.
“Just push it up,” Bix whispered in a too-loud voice.
“I’m trying.” 
She shoved at the window, lost her balance, and the two of them toppled into the shrubbery. Aran winced at the crackle of breaking branches. No lights went on in the house, though Bix and Cyndee were smart enough to lie there quietly for a moment.
Still, they were going to be discovered, and Bix would regret it. His parents were strict. If they could, they’d confine him to his room until he left for college next fall.
Quiet as a shadow, Aran slipped out the door and into the yard.
“You two,” he whispered.
“What?” Bix turned on the thin beam of a flashlight and shone it around. “Aran?”
“Come to the garage,” Aran said. 
Bix untangled himself from the shrubs and helped Cyndee out. When the three of them reached the musty darkness of the garage, Aran flicked his tablet back on, letting the blue light illuminate the room.
“Really?” He turned to Bix. “What do you think your parents will say when they discover you?”
Cyndee set a hand on her hip and scowled at Bix. “You said it was all flash for me to come over. I don’t want no raging ’rents.”
“You guys can stay here.” Aran tilted his head toward the couch he slept on most nights.
“What about you?” Bix asked.
“I’m not sleepy,” Aran lied. “Besides, I’ve got a date.”
Right. An imaginary magenta-haired girl with a great laugh waited for him beside the sea. If only things were different. If only he were different, not forever marked by one naïve mistake that had cost him everything.
“Have fun,” he said, scooping up his bag and tucking his tablet inside. “See you later, Bix.”
“Thanks, man. Catch you at the con tomorrow?”
“Maybe.”
Aran lifted his hand in farewell and went out into the empty night—made all the more bitter by the sound of Cyndee’s laughter and Bix’s answering murmur as he shut the door.
Aran spent some of his change at a late-night coffeehouse, idly flicking through the gaming headlines on his tablet. Once the place closed down he caught the last bus to the outskirts. It was just him and a guy who reeked of urine. Aran was glad to get off where the train tracks crossed the road.
He walked the rails, shining silvery gray in the first light of approaching dawn. Ahead, he could hear the waves swooshing back and forth over the gravelly beach.
The faint drizzle faded, leaving a sheen of water over the earth. He balanced on the glistening metal tracks, then took the cutoff through the bracken, his jeans wicking water from the evergreen leaves. Ahead of him, the hushing of the sea grew louder as the path dropped to the shore.
Aran followed the trail around the last hump of land, and the sea opened before him, all gray and moving like a vast, living creature. He drew in a deep breath, scented with salt and crushed ferns, and scrambled down to the stone-covered slice of shore.
Despite the dreariness of his life, his spirits rose. It was hard to be completely depressed at the secret cove, especially as the clouds turned silver, then pinkish gold. He walked along the water line, looking for treasure. Once he’d found an old glass fishing float, but most of the time only trash washed ashore.
Dingy Styrofoam and frayed bits of bright orange netting, bottle caps, and shredded plastic. Humans could be such careless, dirty things. Sometimes he’d bring a garbage bag and fill it, though he’d forgotten this time. 
The debris wasn’t enough to erase the wonder of the sunrise. He wandered over to a bleached driftwood log and perched there, not worrying about the damp. His jeans were wet anyway. Arms folded, he watched the sky brighten to white, then blue, until he had to turn his face away from the horizon and the burning golden ball of the sun.
Something caught his eye, right at the edge of the water, a flash of magenta almost as bright as Spark’s hair. Timing his steps to the tide, Aran grabbed it—a stone, water-slick and gleaming, striated with bands of pink and darker purple. It wasn’t the first agate he’d found on the beach, but it was the prettiest.
He cupped it in his palm, watching the colors fade as it dried, then slipped the stone into his pocket.
Without meaning to, he’d decided to return to SimCon for the last half-day. Bix expected him, and, hell, why not? He swallowed Spark’s name, and turned his back to the rising sun.
 

 
“All is in readiness, my queen.” The redcap goblin knelt before the tangled throne, eyes averted from his ruler’s icy gaze. “Tonight we enter the mortal world and fetch the human.”
The Dark Queen lifted her face to the star-dappled sky and inhaled deeply. Power tingled, almost within her grasp. The night tasted of wildness and lost dreaming.
Soon.
 

 
Spark opened her eyes, groggy and disoriented. For a second she had no idea where she was, and the anonymity of the hotel room didn’t help. She’d woken in hundreds of rooms that looked just like this one: beige walls holding paintings of innocuous landscapes, soap-scented sheets, curtains that always let in a thick slab of light at the sides.
Then memory tumbled back into her brain. SimCon, and the rainy city she’d decided not to explore after all. And Aran.
She squeezed her eyes shut, letting brief regret wash over her, then stuck the feeling in a little box and locked it up tight. Enough with the self-pity and tragic heroine bit. So she met a guy and it didn’t work out. Welcome to life.
She wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, but she called room service and ordered a mocha, along with their fruit-and-pastry plate. The food was waiting outside her door when she got out of the shower. One of Burt’s guys was, too. Well, not directly outside, but sitting in the room across the hall with the door propped open. She didn’t feel shy about not being dressed yet; after all, she was wrapped up in her thick bathrobe. If she let the security team bother her that much, she’d be a walking mess.
“Morning, Miss Jaxley,” he said. “After the official luncheon, we’ll be rolling out. If that’s good with you?”
“Hi, Joe. And yeah, it’s fine.” No reason to stay around.
She grabbed her breakfast tray and locked the door behind her. While she ate, she scanned the entertainment headlines on her tablet. There—the report on SimCon. She skimmed over the pictures of herself, and read the article on Feyland with interest. The reporter had gotten a chance to try the FullD, and was full of praise for the immersive interface and creative quest lines.
Not that her job depended on whether the FullD was a success, since she was under contract to VirtuMax for the next two years. But she had that other job—the fey border patrol. 
Spark switched to her messager. Though it was early, she hoped Jennet would be awake.
:You up?: she sent.
After a bite of scone and a sip of her mocha, Spark’s messager pinged.
:Am now. Did you see that guy again?:
:His name’s Aran. And no. That’s done.:
:Sorry to hear it.: Jennet sent a sad face graphic, which, ironically, made Spark smile a little.
:So, what are the details about us being Feyguard?: Spark asked.
:Tam and I have been talking about it. We figure our job is to watch the interface between the game and the realm, since we’re familiar with both. The Elder Fey didn’t seal the realm off completely, so a few people are bound to slip through the cracks.:
:And our job is to get them before they stumble too far into the Realm of Faerie. But how will we know when we’re needed?:
Like when someone who’d gone in-game behaved suspiciously. Was she just supposed to follow her intuition? But then what?
:I’m sure the Elder Fey have that covered. Somehow.:
:Reassuring. Creatures from another dimension got it handled, check.:
:Haha: Jennet wrote. :Seriously, though, I’ll keep talking it over with Tam. Game releases next week.:
:As if I don’t know it. My schedule’s insane. Speaking of which, gotta go.:
:Later.:
Spark finished her breakfast, then checked the time. Vonda would be waiting for her on the floor in half an hour, and then there was the VirtuMax luncheon panel. Spark was one of the panelists, along with Mr. Chon—who’d taken over as lead developer for Feyland after Thomas died—and the graphics designer, and a few other people who’d dedicated years of their lives to the game.
She was just the candy in the window, although she’d been on the beta-test team. The trick was to deflect the questions about her fame and her life, twist them into questions about the game, and hand them over to the other panelists. She’d gotten pretty good at it. Though Feyland and the FullD were the company’s biggest offering, Spark had helped debut plenty of other systems and sim games.
Instead of putting on her “Spark suit,” the vaguely super hero-looking costume VirtuMax liked her to wear, she pulled on jeans and a black shirt. It was helpful for the panel, not to look too different. No matter what the PR people said.
A touch of makeup, not the heavy stage face she put on for the demo, and she was ready.
Her messager pinged again, this time with a note from Vonda.
:Yo, Spark. Ten minutes.:
:Coming,: Spark wrote back.
When she stepped into the hall, Joe was waiting to escort her down to the convention. Making her way through the hubbub of the Expo Hall, she tried not to look too closely at every lean and muscled guy with black hair. Even if Aran showed up, there was no point.
Ten feet into the room, she was mobbed with fans. Grateful for the distraction, Spark turned her attention to signing more autographs, answering questions, and letting Joe take the gifts thrust at her.
The morning sped by. Before she could catch her breath, Joe and Vonda did their crowd-management thing and got her into the room behind the banquet room, where the panel was gathering for lunch.
They wouldn’t be eating in the main room during the panel, obviously. Nothing elegant about answering questions through a mouthful of food.
“Hello, Spark,” Mr. Chon said, giving her a formal nod as she walked in. “How has the convention been?”
“Great.” She smiled through the lie. 
She was sorry Jennet’s dad wasn’t there instead. He and Mr. Chon didn’t get along, especially after Mr. Carter stood up for the whole beta team and undermined Mr. Chon’s authority. They both still worked for VirtuMax, but Jennet’s dad was now lead on a new project, while Mr. Chon got Feyland.
“I hear the demo went well,” he said.
Nice of him not to be there. She swallowed the words. “Yeah. Fun times. Hey, I’m going to grab a cup of tea. Good to see you.”
She could play politician with the best of them, but she hoped Mr. Chon wouldn’t be seated next to her on the panel. There were limits.
“Spark!” One of the younger VirtuMax employees, a guy named Wilo, waved from a nearby table. “Come join us.”
“Will do. Let me grab my lunch.”
She went to the buffet table and selected a box that supposedly contained a panini and a Caesar salad, then chose a beverage. Strong black tea, with milk and sugar—the way her Irish grandma used to drink. The taste was as comforting as going over to Nana’s and sitting in her soft lap, getting her hair braided while Nana crooned old melodies into her ear. Too bad the feeling didn’t last.
Wilo, a lead artist for VirtuMax, and Tia, a tech goddess, were good company and didn’t make Spark feel like she was some sort of distant diva. Their lively conversation helped lift her spirits. Too soon, lunch ended and the panel moderator began rounding everyone up.
“Spark,” Vonda called, beckoning to her from the corner. “I need to talk to you.”
Her voice held a suppressed urgency that made Spark frown as she walked over.
“What’s going on?”
“I just found out VirtuMax flew in more guests for the panel. They decided the launch was too big for you to do solo and pulled a couple more gamers in.”
“No.” Spark’s lunch turned to stone in her stomach. “Oh no. By a couple, you mean two, right? Please tell me it’s not the Terribles.”
Though it couldn’t be anyone else. The Terabin twins were VirtuMax’s second-place celebrities. They used to be the first, until VirtuMax hired Spark. A year older than she was, Roc and Cora hadn’t taken well to losing their top billing. Or their cash bonuses from extra sponsorships. Any time she had to cross paths with them, things got nasty.
VirtuMax finally figured that out after the twins set up a “prank” that almost ended in severe injury for Spark. Though nothing could be proven, the company made sure to keep them far apart. Until now.
“It is.” Vonda’s gaze went past Spark, and her lips pinched together.
“Well, well.” The voice behind her was like an ice cube sliding over Spark’s skin. “It’s the pink-haired punk. How special.”
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Spark slowly turned to see Roc and Cora Terabin standing shoulder to shoulder behind her. They were dressed identically, as usual, in one of their many gamer outfits. The current one was silver and violet, with sleek pants tucked into big black boots. 
Even though they were fraternal twins, they liked to play up their physical similarities with a twist of gender ambiguity. Roc was taller, his face squarer, his voice deeper. Some people said he was handsome, with his chocolate-brown hair and amber eyes, but the flatness in his expression invalidated his superficial good looks.
His sister, Cora, wore platform boots—subtle, but enough to bring her closer to her brother’s height. The eyeliner they both wore looked more flattering on him, though Spark wasn’t about to say so. The less she spoke to the Terabins, the better.
She’d tried before to field their barbed words with snappy comebacks. At the moment, though, the two of them felt like more than she could face.
“Ready?” the panel moderator called. “Showtime!”
The noise from the banquet room increased as the moderator opened the connecting door: conversations layered on monologues layered on laughter, the clink of silverware on plates, and clatter of ice in glasses. 
Mr. Chon led the way, gesturing for Spark to follow. Vonda gave her arm a squeeze, but there was nothing she, or anyone, could do.
Pasting a smile on, Spark felt the crowd’s attention veer toward them as the panel walked up to the stage and took their places at the long table. Microphones lined the white tablecloth, one in front of each name card, along with a bottle of water.
Spark found her name and sat down. She was at the center of the table, and someone had thought it would be a cute idea to put the Terabins on either side. Great.
Teeth bared, Roc took the seat on her right. Cora passed him, setting her hand on Spark’s shoulder as she went by. Her sharp nails bit through the thin cotton of Spark’s T-shirt, and Spark regretted not putting on her costume. One more layer of armor between her and the twins would have been nice, even if it was rubberized and a garish teal blue.
The moderator introduced them, and Mr. Chon gave a rambling introduction about VirtuMax’s development of the FullD system, and the inspiration behind Feyland. Little did he know.
Spark kept her elbows tucked in and her knees close together, careful not to stray into enemy territory. Her best defense was to act nonchalant, though her palms were sweating. 
“I’ll let our amazing gamers talk about how it feels inside the sim,” Mr. Chon said. “Spark, why don’t you start?”
She felt Cora’s glare. The other girl had never forgiven her for being younger, faster, and better. Not to mention a more pleasant human being. The Terabins came from a wealthy family, and stories about their arrogance and demands were legendary, even before Spark joined VirtuMax. Afterwards, they had gotten worse.
“As a lot of you know from playing the demo yesterday,” Spark said, “the FullD interface is the best sim immersion yet. I know we’ve been waiting a long time for a game that feels real, and that game is Feyland.”
Her words earned a couple cheers and a patter of applause.
Beside Spark, Cora leaned forward and spoke into her mic. “Beyond that, the fight mechanics and battle sequences are amazing. Don’t be surprised if you come away feeling a bit bruised.”
“Figuratively speaking,” Mr. Chon said, frowning at Cora. “Of course, there’s no actual pain or injury involved. Only a light simulation in the neural interface.”
Unless the gamer somehow slipped into the Realm of Faerie. Spark hadn’t experienced carry-over, beyond a few scrapes, but both Tam and Jennet had sustained injuries in-game that had been serious in the real world, too.
“So we can’t lose weight by playing Feyland?” some joker called out.
“The technology isn’t to that point yet,” Mr. Chon said. “But who knows what the future holds? Roc, would you like to add your viewpoint on the game?”
“Sure.” Roc pulled his mic closer. “Unlike the girls, I think it’s important to note the variety of heroic quests and the depth of the world-building in Feyland. It’s not all about feeling the wind on your face.”
His sister glared at him, and Spark was torn between annoyance at the put-down and amusement that he’d also insulted Cora.
“Speaking of world-building,” the moderator said, “Wilo Martinez and his team put a lot into designing the terrain and features of Feyland. Wilo, what were some of the challenges you faced?”
The panel veered off into a discussion of tech and spec, with Cora interjecting off-topic comments and Roc leaning back, an amused smirk on his face.
Spark answered another question from the moderator, and this time Cora didn’t try to hijack the answer. Still, the current of animosity flowing from the twins was so electric she half expected to get a shock when she reached for her water bottle.
“What’s next for the intrepid VirtuMax team?” the moderator asked as their time wound to a close.
“I’m pleased to announce the Terabins will be joining Spark in helping debut the FullD system,” Mr. Chon said. “A full schedule of their appearances is posted on the events section of our site. This is a historic launch, and VirtuMax is committed to making it fantastic!”
Terrible indeed. Spark forced herself to keep smiling, though her insides churned. Touring with the Terabins was going to be a nightmare.
The moderator thanked everyone and the crowd applauded. The instant Mr. Chon got up, Spark pushed back her chair and stood. She took a deep breath, but her relief was short-lived as Mr. Chon beckoned her and the Terabins to the front of the stage.
“The press wants some pictures of our top gamers,” he said. Glancing at her, he shook his head. “Unfortunate that you’re not in uniform, Miss Jaxley.”
“Maybe you should dock her pay,” Roc said. “Obviously she’s not taking this launch as seriously as she should.”
“Yeah,” Cora said. “Are you sure you’ve got the right spokesperson for the FullD?”
“Yes,” Mr. Chon said. “And all three of you are representing VirtuMax equally. Is that clear?”
“Well, she—” Cora began.
“Fine,” Spark said. “I’ll wear my costume from now on.”
“Smile, everyone,” Mr. Chon said.
“Could the gamers bunch together?” one of the reporters called.
Spark edged closer to Roc.
“Miss Jaxley in the middle, please,” another photographer said.
“Come on, Fizzle,” Cora said, too softly for Mr. Chon to overhear.
She snagged Spark’s arm, fingers too tight, and hauled her to stand sandwiched between them. Roc draped his arm over Spark’s shoulders and the two Terabins, big smiles on their faces, pressed close, squeezing her until she could barely breathe. Flashes went off, leaving starry afterimages on Spark’s retinas. She put on her best photo face, enduring until she couldn’t take it any more.
Ducking backwards out of the Terabins’ false embrace, she turned to Mr. Chon. 
“I need to finish getting my things together,” she said.
He nodded, frowning slightly. As she walked away, she could hear Roc say it was too bad she wasn’t a team player.
Damn them. Her throat tight, Spark moved to the stairs at the end of the stage. She still had to get through the banquet room without revealing a hint of how disturbed she was that the Terabins were back in her life.
Joe and Burt, ever the loyal guards, flanked Spark as she stepped down. Her fans surged toward her, and she felt the usual twinge of panic, as though one day she might be completely overwhelmed, trampled beneath hundreds of adoring feet.
But not today.
Spark headed for the exit, shaking hands and thanking people. It had taken a while for her to perfect the move where she stuck her hand out just in time to prevent an unwanted hug. Burt had helped her, after she’d been glommed on once too often by an overeager fan. Nothing like getting pressed into the pits of an excited guy who wanted to crush her life essence into his body. Or being clung to by a girl who didn’t want to let go so much that her long fingernails left scratches on Spark’s arms. So, no hugs.
She did her best to meet her fans’ eyes, to look at every person, to put all of her thanks and appreciation into her smile. Still, the faces tended to blur—until one set of features came into sharp focus. Aran. His dark eyes met hers, and held.
Without meaning to, she veered toward him.
“Hey,” he said, giving her a half smile.
“Hi.” She hadn’t expected to see him again, and her breath caught in her throat. 
Whatever their connection, it was real. The people around them faded into the background. Though her fans were probably going to gossip like crazy, it didn’t matter.
Aran held out his hand, and she took it, his grip warm and firm.
“Since you couldn’t make it to the beach,” he said, pressing something hard and oval into her palm, “I brought part of it to you.”
She looked down, to see a pinkish stone. It was a small thing—and it meant more than she could say.
“It’s an agate,” he said. “If you get it wet, it’s pretty.”
“Thanks. For thinking of me.” 
She wished she could find other words. But there was only goodbye. She closed her hand around the stone; a bittersweet memory, but better than nothing.
He dropped his gaze. “Anyway. Good luck, Spark.”
“You too.” She stepped forward and hugged him. 
After a startled second, Aran’s arms came around her, sure and solid, erasing the residue of the Terabins’ touch.
Then Burt cleared his throat, Aran let go, and the crowd of fans surrounded her again.
“Goodbye,” she said, so quietly he probably didn’t hear.
He lifted his hand, and then she lost sight of him as Burt and Joe steered her toward the VIP exit.
“Time’s up,” Burt called to the crowd. “Head down the road to the Burkesville Mega-Gamma Center tomorrow, the next stop on Spark’s tour. See you there!”
She made herself smile and wave at the fans until the door closed behind her. But her other hand was tightly clenched around a small, pink stone.
 

 
The redcap goblin, along with two of his kin, bowed low before the midnight throne.
“Has the hour come for us to depart, my lady?” he asked.
The Dark Queen leaned forward. Her pale hands flexed, fingernails biting into the tangled vines. Her smile glittered, sharp as shattered diamonds.
“Yes,” she said.
The sibilant word echoed through the clearing. Moon-colored moths fluttered up, startled, only to be caught and devoured by stealthy, dark-winged bats. The court musicians played a low, sorrowful melody, and the night breeze stirred the shadowed oak leaves.
“The mortal moon wanes to darkness,” the queen said. “Step aside, Codcadden, and I shall open a portal.”
She drew a sharp black thorn from her robes, then gestured to one of the faerie handmaidens beside her throne. Eyes dark with knowledge, the maiden came and knelt before her ruler. The Dark Queen gently cupped her handmaiden’s cheek, a world’s wealth of sorrow in her face. Then, without a word, she took her thorn and plunged it into the maiden’s heart.
A single drop of blood fell upon the velvet-green moss. Silver light emanated upward from the spot, forming an unearthly, radiant ball. The faerie maiden breathed a last sigh and folded like a torn cobweb.
“Make haste,” the Dark Queen said to the goblins. “Fetch me the boy ’ere the new dawn wakes, and breaks this dearly won enchantment.”
“Yes, my queen,” Codcadden said.
He carried a worn leather sack, and his evil smile matched the fierce knives strapped to his belt. Roughly, he pushed his companions into the glowing sphere, leaped in after them, and was gone.
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Aran didn’t bother going to sleep. He sat on the lumpy sofa, the blue flicker of his tablet the only light in the Chowneys’ garage. Too much soda surged through his system to relax, so he was wasting time following links to all Spark’s appearances. Not that he’d show up at any of them, but there was something strangely comforting about knowing where she’d be over the next couple weeks.
The VirtuMax tour would spend a few more days in the area, then head all over the country, basically. Which would be cool, if she had the time—or freedom—to actually visit the cities she appeared in. Too bad she’d missed seeing his hometown.
At least she had a rock as a souvenir. 
A rock. Aran shook his head. What had he even been thinking? At the time, it seemed like a romantic gesture, but in hindsight he was embarrassed. I have a prime crush on you, so here’s a stone I picked up. Weak. It was probably in the bottom of the hotel’s trashcan by now.
Enough Spark obsessing. He flicked his tablet to one of his favorite music streams, turned up the earpods, and let the heavy beat and electric guitars anesthetize his brain. Despite the caffeine and sugar pumping through him, his eyes closed, weariness weighting his bones.
Silence, and the feeling of being watched, woke him. With a yawn, he glanced at his tablet. Midnight, exactly, and for some reason his music had cut off. But that wasn’t all.
An eerie glow was forming in the middle of the garage. It looked like a digital special effect—a pulsating ball of light that expanded until it was about four feet high. What the hell? Aran stood and pulled his earpods out, ready to sprint for the door. 
A strand of melody threaded through the air, haunting and melancholy. Then three figures stepped out of the light: three squat creatures, one of which looked familiar. Shock froze Aran’s feet, and sped his breath.
No. Way. The goblin from Feyland had not just materialized on the stained concrete floor of the Chowney’s old garage.
Except that it had.
“Greetings, Eron. We have come for you, as promised.” The goblin held up a worn leather sack and smiled, sharp-toothed and malicious.
“I’m dreaming,” Aran said, the words dry in his mouth. He swallowed, and tried again. “I’m not awake. This isn’t happening.”
The goblin let out a snort. “Foolish mortal. Do you think to bargain with the fey folk and emerge unscathed? Nay, you promised to meet us at midnight on the new moon. The appointed hour has come.”
A rank, feral scent filled the garage, like skunk spray. That, more than anything, convinced Aran this was really happening, no matter how surreal. He never smelled stuff in his dreams.
“You’re taking me away with you?” His mind scrambled furiously for a way out. Stall the creatures, lull them into thinking he was cooperating, then run.
“Did you not wish to see beyond the scrim of Feyland, to the deeper realm?” the head goblin asked. Behind him, the other two waited, their eyes gleaming.
“I thought…” 
What had he thought? That the next time he played the game, the system override codes would have something to do with the words “midnight” and “dark moon.”
Not that goblins would show up out of a glowing portal.
His heart thumped loudly in his chest. It’s real. It’s real. He took a ragged breath, trying to think.
“Come.” The goblin stepped forward, swinging his sack. “’Tis past time to depart.”
“Wait!” Aran held up his hands. “I need a minute.”
He glanced around the dingy garage. What did he have here? Nothing worth anything, except his friendship with Bix. No cash, no prospects.
And the goblins weren’t trying to kill him, though they weren’t exactly friendly. He didn’t trust them, but something was happening, something big. 
Something magic. 
Why not go with the creatures? The thought shivered through him, and with it the memory of the boy he’d once been, who had believed. Magic was real, and he had a chance to experience it firsthand.
He snatched up his tablet and opened the messager, quickly keying in the words.
:Bix, I’m going away for a bit. No worries. See you when.:
Vague yet reassuring. He sent the message, then powered off the tablet. No telling what the glowing portal would do to the electronics, but he was taking it along, wherever they were going.
Fear and excitement clogged his throat. Where were they going?
“All right,” he said to the goblin.
The creature smiled and opened the mouth of the sack wide. A moment later, Aran was engulfed in darkness and foul-smelling leather. He lost his balance, and somehow ended up on his back, completely enclosed by the bag. 
“Hey!” he yelled. “Let me out!”
“You must pass between the realms ensconced within the sack,” the head goblin said. “Else your mortal senses will be addled beyond use.”
The goblin grunted and lifted the bag, making Aran’s stomach lurch. Bright light flared around him and the queasiness intensified. He gulped for air, refusing to be sick all over himself. 
He was set down with a thump on a springy surface and, to his relief, the goblin opened the sack. Crisp night air, scented with spice and smoke, filled Aran’s lungs. A dark sky spread overhead, studded with stars brighter than he’d ever seen.
“My lady,” the goblin said. “We have returned with the mortal.”
“Unharmed?” The voice was silver and starlight.
“Yes,” the goblin said. “As you can see.”
His clawed fingers closed around Aran’s elbow, hauling him to his knees. Aran blinked as a wave of dizziness and wonder washed over him. He was in a clearing encircled by dark trees. Grotesque and beautiful creatures surrounded him, but they faded to insignificance when he looked up and saw her.
His breath caught, lungs aching as though he’d inhaled freezing air. A figure sat before him on a throne made of twisted leaves and vines. She was mystery and enchantment and yearning all rolled into one—but she wasn’t human. Her eyes, brilliant and dark, ensnared him with promises, and he was falling…
No. Aran yanked his gaze away, pulse pounding. He didn’t know where he was, or even why, but he was not going to lose himself. Not without a fight.
She laughed, a sound that sliced him to the heart.
“Welcome,” she said, “to the Dark Court of the Realm of Faerie.”
The what? He shot a glance at the knobbled and glimmering creatures arrayed about him. Those scary, dangerous things couldn’t possibly be fairies. They weren’t cute little flower-dressed pixies with sparkly wings and wide eyes.
“Are you sure?” he asked, keeping his head bent so he wouldn’t meet her eyes.
The goblin’s claws dug into his skin, so hard Aran felt the blood rise. 
“You will address the queen as befits her power and title, mortal,” the creature hissed. “You are nothing but dirt beneath her feet.”
“Calm yourself, Codcadden,” the queen said. “Our guest knows little of our ways, or our realm. He will learn.”
There was threat and promise in those words, and Aran shivered. He yanked his arm out of Codcadden’s grasp, gritting his teeth as the goblin’s claws left streaks of blood on his skin.
A man stepped out from behind the throne, and Aran felt his eyes widen. Not only did the guy look human—in marked contrast to all the other creatures in the clearing—he had a battered guitar slung across his back. His hair was brown, shot through with silver, and he regarded Aran for a long moment, his gaze both wise and weary.
“My lady,” the man said, turning to the queen. “I beg leave to counsel and guide this mortal in the ways of the Dark Court.”
The queen leaned forward, her dress swirling about her like inky mist. “Betray me not, Bard Thomas. You yet remain overly fond of the human world.”
“I am true to you, my queen.” The man, Thomas, bowed low. “Did I not prove my worth with the stolen child?”
Aran risked a glance at the queen’s face. Her eyes were narrowed and glittering.
“Do not let this human wreak such havoc upon our court as the child did,” she said. “Truly I might have reconsidered, had I known the mischief that boy could cause.”
Thomas’s mouth twitched, as though he held back a smile. Aran made another quick surveillance of the court from beneath his lowered lids. No one else looked even remotely human, so whoever this crazy boy had been, he was gone.
Gone where was another question entirely, and one Aran wasn’t ready to think about.
“I shall stand responsible for this boy,” Thomas said.
“I’m not a child,” Aran said, then shut up when the man sent him a sharp look.
“Very well,” the queen said. “I give him into your keeping, Bard Thomas. For now. Bring him before me again on the morrow.”
“I shall, my lady.”
Thomas swept her an elaborate bow, complete with a cloak flourish that should have looked foolish, but instead conveyed a high degree of respect. He stepped over to where Aran knelt, never quite turning his back to the queen, and held out a hand.
“I’m Thomas,” he said.
“I gathered that.” Aran looked at the man’s outstretched hand. He really wanted to refuse any help, but his head was still spinning.
“Come,” Thomas said. “It is best not to linger in the queen’s sight, once your business with her has concluded.”
“Right.” 
Aran took Thomas’s hand. It was warm, his grasp surprisingly firm as he drew Aran to his feet. The scratches on Aran’s arm stung, and he glanced down at the bare skin, surprised to see he still had his tablet tucked under his arm. No guarantee it worked here, though. Wherever here was.
“You may share my quarters, for now.” Thomas let go of his hand, then turned and led him away from the clearing into the shelter of the trees.
“Somehow, I don’t think you have a nice two-story house back in the woods,” Aran said.
He glanced around at the moon-silvered forest. The violet flicker of a weird bonfire lit the edges of the clearing, and figures capered there. After a moment of watching the creatures moving on oddly jointed limbs, the flapping of gossamer wings, the waving of too-long fingers, he looked away. He wasn’t sure he was ready to deal with this.
“Not quite a house, no.” Thomas’s voice held a touch of dry humor. “Yet it is a home all the same.”
They followed a twisty path a short distance, to a pole with a single, ornate lantern suspended on it. The interior was lit with dancing balls of light. When Aran squinted, he could make out tiny, winged figures inside each glow. They fluttered back and forth, pressing their hands and faces to the sides of the lantern, their mouths open in silent screams. Trapped.
His throat closed, and for a sick moment he couldn’t breathe.
“Easy.” Thomas was beside him, one hand on his shoulder. “Do not dwell overmuch on the sights here. The Dark Realm is what it is—and not meant for mortals.”
Aran swallowed hard. Once. Twice.
“But you live here, and you’re mortal.” He forced the words out, pretending normalcy despite the fear burning in his lungs.
A sad, tired smile crossed Thomas’s lips. “I was mortal, once. Now I belong fully to the realm.”
A story there—but Aran didn’t want to hear it. Not now. And clearly Thomas didn’t want to tell it, for he started down the path again. Aran caught up with him, and soon he saw a pale blur ahead, between the dark tree trunks.
It was a tent, softly lit with silver radiance, and easily big enough to house ten men. Three peaks rose, the highest in the middle, and from it a flag hung. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but it looked like it depicted a golden harp.
“What did she call you?” he asked. “Not sir or lord…”
“Bard,” Thomas said. “I am the Dark Queen’s Bard, and my music is sworn to her service. As am I.”
Aran didn’t ask what that meant. Or think about whether he’d have to do the same. The prickle all down his spine was answer enough. What the hell had he done, coming here?
He shoved the question away and followed Thomas into the tent. Softness cushioned his steps, and he let out a breath at the warmth and color inside. Lanterns—regular ones, lit by candle flame instead of trapped fairies—hung from the ceiling, illuminating the patterned carpets underfoot, the shelves of books, the row of polished instruments Aran couldn’t identify.
“Lute, nyckelharpa, hurdy-gurdy, pipes,” Thomas said. “Also three guitars, two harps, and an assortment of flutes and whistles. No fiddles, alas.”
“You take this bard stuff seriously.”
“It is who I am. Have you a passing acquaintance with any musical instrument?”
Aran shrugged. “I played electric bass for a few months, when I was twelve.”
“A pity.” Thomas lifted one shoulder, then went to one side of the tent and pulled back a crimson hanging.
“My spare room, such as it is,” he said. “You are welcome to it.”
Aran ducked under the hanging and made a quick survey of the place. Three lanterns hung about the room, and it was cozy, in an otherworldly way. A carpet with blue and green flowers spread across the canvas floor, and in the center of the small room stood a tent pole made of a smooth, living tree. It supported the roof with four branches, and at the peak Aran glimpsed a patch of sky. On one side of the room was a low bed covered with patchwork velvet, and on the other sat a table with curly legs and a top made out of a gigantic leaf. A leaf-like chair was drawn up to the table.
He set his tablet on the table. It looked incongruous—all sleek plas-metal and black glass against the burnished autumn leaf. Later, after Thomas left, he’d see if he could get it working.
The little room had no windows, and he felt his throat tighten again. Ease off, he told himself. He could probably yank up the side of the tent and get out that way. Maybe climb the tree and escape overhead—or get his hands on a knife and slash an exit. 
Yeah, having a knife would be good, no matter what. Some of the creatures out there had looked severely unfriendly.
He put his hands on hips and turned to face Thomas, who still stood in the doorway.
“How long am I going to be here?” Aran asked.
Inside him a cold wind blew, shredding everything solid he’d ever believed in. Things like the permanence of the world, and the fact that magic didn’t, couldn’t possibly, exist.
He felt young and old at the same time. As a kid, he’d buried himself in books about wizards and elves, then moved to the immersive world of sim gaming, fiercely wanting to believe that enchantments were real. He’d finally let go of those dreams. And now here he was, surrounded by the magic he’d finally given up yearning for.
The look in Thomas’s eyes started to make sense to Aran, and he pushed back the panic hovering at the edges of his mind. One thing at a time.
“Well.” Thomas tilted his head. “How long you remain here depends on you.”
“Really? Then why do I feel like I don’t have a choice?”
Thomas let out a long sigh. “You chose to come here, did you not?”
“I…” 
There were a million excuses Aran could make about not understanding what he’d been getting into, but ultimately, Thomas was right. He had come of his own free will—despite the evidence that things were getting tweaked.
“Yeah,” he finally said.
“I wonder why.” Thomas’s voice was casual, but Aran could hear the steel beneath.
“You know what,” Aran said, dropping down to sit on the bed, “I’m pretty wiped. It’s a lot to take in.”
It was true. The moment he said the words, exhaustion washed over him like a rogue wave, swamping his senses. His head spun, trying to process what had happened.
“Indeed.”
Thomas snapped his fingers once, twice, and two of the lanterns dimmed and went out, leaving a soft, nearly colorless darkness behind. The single remaining lamp was a pinprick of light, and the opening at the peak of the roof was suddenly strewn with stars.
“When you are ready,” Thomas said, “simply snap to extinguish the final lantern. I bid you good night.”
“Night.”
Aran bent to unlace his black high-tops, and when he looked up again Thomas was gone. The crimson cloth hung down, a thin barrier between him and the rest of the tent. 
Curious, he reached for his tablet and pressed the power button. Nothing. He tried again, but the screen stayed blank and dark. If tech didn’t function in the faerie realm, how was he going to figure out Feyland’s code? 
For a second Aran’s lungs squeezed tight, panic thumping through him. What had he agreed to, and where the hell was he?
The soft plunk of guitar strings drifted from the main room of the tent, and slowly his breathing eased. Later. He’d figure it all out later. His head was spinning and sleep was gnawing at his ankles. Tomorrow things would make more sense.
He slid under the covers into a bed soft as thistledown, then snapped off the light. Overhead, the stars brightened. They formed patterns he had never seen, their light clear and remote, and worlds away from home.
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
The VirtuMax tour bus swooshed down the road, the grav technology hovering it smoothly above the pavement. Spark stared out the window at the winter-bare trees, trying to ignore Roc and Cora, who sat near the front. Although she didn’t like riding in the back, it was better than having those two behind her.
“Yo.” Vonda leaned forward from the seat across the aisle and waved her hand in front of Spark’s face. “Wake up. We’ll be at the next venue in a couple minutes.”
“I’m here.” Spark rubbed her eyes.
She’d let herself forget how monotonous ground tours were. And, truthfully, she’d enjoyed staying in one place for a while, even if that place had been the backwater town of Crestview.
She glanced at the itinerary glowing on her tablet screen. “The game center demo. Why is this marked as a special event?”
“One more gamer is joining the tour,” Vonda said. “VirtuMax’s newest superkid.”
“Niteesh will be there?” It was the first thing that had made her smile all day.
At last year’s international simming tournament, a scrappy eleven-year-old orphan from the New Delhi slums had blasted through the competition and landed straight in the top-ten finalist ring. In addition to his gaming skills, his unfailing good cheer had endeared him to everyone. Well, almost everyone.
Her smile faded as she heard Cora’s shrill laughter drift back. The Terabins had given her a rough time, but she hadn’t been a kid. Niteesh Singh was streetwise, but he was small for his age. While Spark didn’t doubt he could fight dirty if needed, the Terabins had size and strength on their side.
Vonda caught the direction of her gaze.
“Don’t worry,” she said softly. “We’ll be keeping an eye out. Everyone on your team, even if they weren’t here at the time, knows about the… incident.”
“It won’t be enough. Those two are tricky—and dangerous. They don’t want any competition. And I mean that in a permanent way.”
Vonda shook her head. “There’s no proof they were trying to do lasting harm. It was a prank.”
“Right.” 
A few people knew it had been more serious than that, but charges of attempted murder wouldn’t look pretty on VirtuMax’s corporate resume. 
“It’s a temporary thing, Spark. You can deal until the Terabins split off for their own venues.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about.” Well, only a little. She was more concerned for Niteesh. “How long is temporary, in VirtuMax speak?”
Vonda looked at her tablet. “A couple weeks. Until the FullD launch promo winds up.”
“All right—but you and the guys better pay attention.”
“We will.” Vonda’s expression was serious. “All of VirtuMax’s gamers are important.”
Important, right. To the corporate bottom line. 
“After this,” Spark said, “I’m going to visit my family.”
At least she knew they loved her, even though, since becoming VirtuMax’s sim star, her life had changed in ways they couldn’t understand. They tried—at least, her parents did, though they could only support her at a distance, seeing as how Mom did all the caretaking for Nana and Papa. Dad couldn’t leave his business, and Spark’s brother was off at university, doing his own thing. Her younger sister treated her with awe, until she forgot and went back to her usual annoying self.
Mom and Dad were also a little confused by her success. When she’d won the national sim tournament at age fifteen, they’d helped her raise the money to get to the international competition. Once there, she’d scorched her opponents and secured the VirtuMax sponsorship. It had taken some work to bring her parents around, but the salary the company offered, plus the promise of private tutoring to keep her academics up, was ultimately something they couldn’t refuse.
She hadn’t known then how unglamorous parts of her new life would be, but when her contract came up for renewal, she’d talked her parents into agreeing to one more term. They needed the money. University wasn’t cheap, even at the local schools, and Spark was determined that all three kids in her family—herself included—would get the chances her parents never had. Chances none of them would’ve had, except for her gaming skills.
The bus slowed, the plas-metal and concrete building of the gaming center coming into view. Spark glanced at the long line snaking around the corner. A bunch of national vid crews were there, too, judging from the number of satellite-topped vans parked beside the gaming center. SimCon might have been the first demo, but this event had obviously been built up as something splashy.
“I’m going to change,” she said as soon as the bus stopped.
The back part of the vehicle was a deluxe bathroom, complete with a closet and changing room. Spark pulled out her teal-blue costume, then froze in disbelief. A long rip gaped in the fabric in back, running from the plastic shoulder guards down to the built-in belt.
Dammit! She should have been paying better attention to the Terabins’ movements—but she hadn’t thought far enough ahead. Of course they’d try to sabotage her. Clearly their new tactic was to discredit her, make it seem as though she didn’t take her position seriously.
The problem was, the twins were right. Being VirtuMax’s sim star wasn’t that important, not compared to her new job as a guardian of the border between human and fey worlds. But that was hardly something she could explain.
Even though being a Feyguard was huge, so far she was still clueless about what it entailed. Whereas her job as Spark Jaxley, helping launch the FullD system, was immediate and pressing.
And she had nothing to wear. She rifled through the rest of her clothing, but her other two Spark suits were also damaged beyond use. One had a big purple stain on it, and the other one’s chest plate was scraped up. Boy, the twins didn’t mess around, but they’d done it in a way that wasn’t obvious. Her word against theirs, and with the mood Mr. Chon had been in, she didn’t like her chances.
Spark held up her ruined blue costume. She had to figure out how to salvage this.
“Vonda?” she called, sticking her head out of the bathroom.
The Terabins noticed, and Cora let out a snicker. Spark ignored them.
“Yeah?” Vonda came over. “What’s going on?”
“Wardrobe malfunction.” Spark kept her voice low. “Could you get me some duct tape?”
“Got a roll in my bag. One sec.”
Vonda did a good job of getting the silver duct tape out of her bag and tucking it under her shirt. The twins scowled, but they couldn’t quite see what was happening.
“Here.” Vonda handed her the roll. “Anything else?”
“I got it, for now. If you can get some other gaming costumes together for me, though, that would be good.”
Spark shut the door on her manager’s concerned expression and set to work. She taped up the rip in the back of the teal suit, then wriggled into it. The fabric pulled oddly, and she made a few more adjustments to the back. It wasn’t pretty, nor comfortable, but she could deal with that.
One of her other costumes had a short cloak. It was lemon yellow—not the smoothest color combo with teal—but it would cover up the mess on her back. Spark slung it on, then grabbed the yellow belt, too.
Adequately dressed, she rummaged through her makeup. At least her cosmetics were untouched, though from now on she was locking everything up. She’d have to ask Vonda for some secure containers.
Spark did her usual stage makeup, then added a few swipes of bright color to her eyelids—yellow and teal, to try and pull her look together. It wasn’t a perfect success, but at least she wouldn’t be showing up on the national gaming news in a T-shirt. Which had clearly been the Terabins’ aim.
Her mangled yellow suit was decorated with shiny crystals at the neck. Spark pried a few off and glued them down one cheek. Might as well go for the full-on treatment.
Vonda rapped at the bathroom door. “Ready?”
“As ready as I can be.” Spark stepped out. “Don’t say anything.”
She glanced up the length of the bus, glad to see the twins had already gone. They’d make cutting remarks when they saw her. Not too many, though. Not in public.
“Right.” Vonda blinked at her, then turned back to the door. “I’ll just lock this.”
When Spark exited the bus, the crowd cheered. Vid cams slewed around to get footage of her. Holding her chin high, she waved and smiled, then let Vonda lead her to the employees’ entrance. She hoped none of the duct tape showed from behind.
Burt waited just outside the door, ready to bounce anybody that tried to sneak in. He nodded at her and didn’t seem to notice she was oddly dressed. Of course, the gamer costumes were varying degrees of strange and flashy. She could pull this off, as long as she acted confident. The trick was not to let the twins rattle her.
Burt pulled open the door, and she and Vonda stepped into a drab room holding a couple of couches, a table with a coffeemaker, and a hand-lettered sign that read Welcome, VirtuMax gamers!
The Terabins looked up from where they sat on one of the gray couches, paper cups of coffee in their hands. Roc laughed. A second later Cora did, too, but the look on her face wasn’t amusement. That, more than anything, let Spark know her suit mash-up actually worked. The knowledge warmed her. So much for their little plan.
“Sparky!”
A boy dressed in bright orange and red sprang up to wrap his wiry arms around her middle.
“Niteesh.” She returned his hug. “Good to see you. And you’re the only one allowed to call me that, remember?”
He grinned at her, his dark eyes sparkling in his brown face, and stepped back. “Oh, sure. How was SimCon?”
“Good.” For a second, Aran’s face hovered in her mind. “Nothing extra-prime, though. Glad you’re joining the tour.”
“I’d have come to the con, too, except for the underage work laws.” Niteesh snorted. “Man, they should see how the kids work in India.”
“You’re in the civilized world now,” Cora said. “I know it’s hard. Get used to it.”
Niteesh ignored the comment, like the smart kid he was.
“What do you think of Feyland?” Spark asked him.
“Good.” Niteesh gave a single, sharp nod. “A little predictable, but what can you do?”
Spark let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. The Feyland that connected to the Realm of Faerie was highly unpredictable, which meant that, so far, Niteesh was safe.
“Maybe you should get into game design.” She smiled at him.
It wouldn’t surprise her if at some point he invented a radically new game concept. One of the things that made Niteesh a top simmer—in addition to light-speed reflexes—was his ability to come up with weirdly creative approaches to in-game problems.
“Doors are opening,” Vonda announced. “You all ready?”
Roc and Cora got up from the couch, and Niteesh nodded, his curly black hair bouncing. As the four gamers entered the main room of the gaming center, the crowd applauded and yelled. Lights rigged for the event strobed wildly, overpowering the daylight filtering through the tinted glass windows.
Spark followed Niteesh to where the FullD systems stood. Four of them were arranged behind velvet ropes, each one hooked to the overhead monitor display.
“Our special guests need no introduction,” the game center manager announced with a bleached-bright smile. 
He then proceeded to introduce them, and Niteesh rolled his eyes at Spark. After a rambling introduction, followed by an explanation of how customers should pick up their pre-ordered FullD systems, the manager waved his hand.
“Let’s get to the fun!” he cried.
Vonda nodded confirmation, and the VirtuMax gamers pulled on helmets and gloves, then slipped into their sim chairs. Spark’s was the same system she’d played on at SimCon—polished up and custom painted to match her hair. Niteesh had flames scribed on the side of his, and Roc and Cora’s setups were blue-black, decorated with white bursts of light.
Spark gave the command to enter game, and the outside world disappeared. She stood in the usual clearing surrounded by tall trees. The moss felt soft as a plush carpet beneath her feet, and a faerie ring enclosed her; the mushrooms a mix of pale, moon-colored ones and bright red ones spotted with white. She let herself relax into the chair a little more. The faerie ring was usually the first indicator that things were getting tweaked. So far, so normal.
The other avatars materialized around her. She wasn’t surprised to see Roc geared up as an Assassin, and Cora in the robes of a Spellcaster. Niteesh wore full Warrior armor, and carried a huge sword that was probably bigger than he was in real life. 
He’d told her he always liked to play big, bulky characters. Not to make up for being small, but for the surprise factor against other gamers. His trick, though, was that he stacked nimbleness and agility on his avatar profiles whenever possible, so he still moved fast despite playing heavily armored classes.
“Make room,” Roc said. “I think it’s time to demonstrate the PVP abilities in here.”
Of course the Terabins would go directly to player-versus-player combat. Spark should have anticipated it.
“I challenge you, warrior boy.” Cora pointed her mage staff at Niteesh.
“Accepted,” he said, bringing up his shield just in time to deflect a blast of arcane light.
 “Well?” Roc said. “Think your fox-girl has what it takes?”
Before she even spoke the words to accept the challenge, Roc vanished. No doubt he was sneaking behind her, trying to go for a killing blow.
She threw herself flat, then rolled. A blade swished harmlessly through the air where she’d just been, and Roc reappeared, scowling. She flung her boot dagger at him, but his reflexes were too good and he slid out of the way, the blade missing.
It was going to be a good fight, and she grinned at the challenge. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a fireball fly across the clearing. Niteesh’s sword flashed and Cora muttered a curse. Spark hoped Vonda was taking notes; VirtuMax gamers weren’t supposed to swear while playing in public, no matter how hot things got.
Roc, however, was always in control, which made Spark’s job harder. She wouldn’t be able to goad him into making a stupid move out of anger.
“So, you want to play with knives?” Two wickedly sharp blades appeared in his hands.
He spun into a blur of motion, and Spark backed up. Although her Kitsune wasn’t best equipped for hand-to-hand, she had a few tricks. She called up the power of air, conjuring a solid wall that stopped Roc in his tracks. In the second it took him to regroup, she dropped the air wall and sent a spear of fire at him. 
Roc hissed in surprise and brought his knives up in a classic block, deflecting the burning tip. It nicked his upper arm and the air flashed yellow, signaling he’d taken a hit.
Not enough of one to count as victory, though. The elements weren’t easy to manipulate, and her attack had taken all her magical strength for the moment. She danced back, grabbed her bow, and nocked an arrow. Roc had gone invisible again. Not good.
The whisper of cloth behind her was her only warning. She dodged to the side, but Roc had anticipated her move. His blade slid around to hover across her throat, a kiss of cold metal waiting to bite.
“Surrender?” he asked.
Realization flashed through her. Roc didn’t want to just win this, he wanted to humiliate her in front of the audience. He thought he had her defeated. Too bad for him.
“Never,” she said.
An instant later, she was a fox, her perspective flattened and low, washed of color. She dug her four paws into the ground and dashed between Cora and Niteesh, narrowly avoiding being scorched by an arcane bolt. In another heartbeat, she whirled and returned to her human form—still carrying her bow.
Roc rounded the other fighters, but she’d gained precious time and distance. Spark let her arrow fly, fast and true. It struck Roc in the chest, and he fell to his knees. Her visor screen lit up with a green flash. Victory!
“Bah.” Roc stood and brushed off his black leather vest, though the arrow had disappeared the moment it hit. Unlike actual combat, the loser of a duel didn’t die, just had their character frozen for a few seconds.
“Winner!” Niteesh called out, a note of glee in his voice.
Spark glanced over to see him sheathing his sword, while Cora scowled.
“You got a lucky hit in,” she said. “Next time, you’re dust.”
“Oh, sure.” Niteesh laughed. “Come on, guys. We have a game to show off.”
“Please do.” Vonda’s voice sounded over their headsets. “Although folks appreciated the PVP demonstration.”
Without waiting for the rest of them, Roc jumped over the mushroom boundary and headed down the path winding between the white-trunked trees. Spark took a step forward, wanting to keep him in sight. A strange buzzing sound filled the air, and sudden static crackled through the scene. Weird.
She took another step, and Feyland rippled and wavered. Niteesh asked her something, the words garbled as though spoken underwater. And then, with a stomach-wrenching lurch, she was elsewhere.
Not the simulated world of Feyland, and not the midnight glade of the Dark Court. An eerie landscape stretched around her, a series of flat, purplish plains shading into deep red at the horizon. The sky was evenly lit, a featureless silver bowl clapped down over the ground. Where was she? She turned, heartbeat pounding in her throat. Nothing moved.
“Hello?” she called. “Niteesh? Vonda?”
Silence.
Then a voice came, without sound, the meaning forming in her mind.
*Guardian of the balance. You are called.*
Oh, crap. She’d wondered how the Elder Fey would communicate with them if the Feyguard were needed. But right now—in the middle of a demo? 
She desperately hoped the watching crowd couldn’t see her. If they did, there would be way too much explaining to do. She had to trust that the Elder Fey knew what they were doing.
“Called where?” The words were dry in her throat. “What am I supposed to do?”
*A mortal has entered the Dark Court. You must free him.*
Worry cracked through her. This was it—she’d been called up as a Feyguard and she had no idea what to do. Tam and Jennet were the experts on the Realm of Faerie. She’d only been there once, and the memory still woke her at night, dreams of ice and blackness that left her shivering.
“Free him—by myself? How do I get there?”
*The usual way.* The voice held dry amusement, and a hint of exasperation, like a parent speaking to a child.
Fair enough, she supposed. If being a Feyguard were easy, everyone would be doing it.
“What am I supposed to—”
*Enough. Perform your duties, and do not bestir us again from our dreaming.*
“Wait!” She stretched out her hand, though there was nothing to catch.
The purple landscape flared, then dissolved. Spark doubled over, aching as though someone had punched her in the gut. Velvet-green mosses blurred in her vision.
“You okay?” Niteesh’s voice was concerned as his hand gripped her elbow. 
She swallowed back nausea and straightened. No matter how wretched she felt, she could give no sign that she’d just… what? Been ripped out of reality for a few moments?
“I’m fine.” 
She darted a look around the clearing. Cora stood outside the circle, watching them impatiently, and Spark could see Roc’s figure disappearing through the trees. Apparently only a few heartbeats had passed.
“Your avatar disappeared for a sec,” Niteesh said. “It was weird.”
“It’s nothing.” Spark shook her hair back from her face. “Let’s go.”
Niteesh tipped his head, and she strode past him, unwilling to meet his eyes. The kid was too smart. Even if nobody else suspected anything, he would. Though the truth was so tweaked as to be un-guessable.
Yeah, otherworldly creatures just pulled me into a different dimension, where they put me on the clock and gave me obscure instructions.
The rest of the demo game was a blur. She fought decently, and didn’t say much as the four VirtuMax gamers completed a quest series. Roc and Cora seemed happy to hog the spotlight, but Niteesh kept giving her worried looks.
Still, showing off her skills in a simulated game was trivial compared to what had just happened. 
She had to get to the Dark Court “the usual way,” which meant via Feyland. And clearly she couldn’t go jaunting off while in demo. Somehow she’d have to figure out a way to sneak onto the FullD. And she needed to message Jennet and Tam as soon as possible, though she had a sinking feeling they hadn’t been called up by the Elder Fey. Still, they’d have some ideas. But it basically came down to one thing.
Someone was trapped in the Realm of Faerie, and it was up to her to rescue them.
 



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Aran woke, the scent of mint and cinnamon in his nose instead of the musty smell of the Chowney’s garage. Above him, the unfamiliar, bright stars shone through the opening in the tent peak. It felt like morning, despite the night sky overhead. He stretched, the covers silky against his skin, then got out of bed.
The plush rug welcomed his bare feet, and the air was warm enough to be comfortable. He pulled on his jeans, then bit back a yelp as something dug painfully into the arch of his left foot. He bent and felt around on the carpet until the hard, ridged object met his fingers. It took a few yanks to get it out of the silky strands of the rug, as if the thing had been cocooned.
Aran held it up, then blinked in disbelief. It was a cheap plastic dragon toy—the kind that came in kid’s fast-food meals. The bright orange plastic shone, as garishly out of place as a neon sign in a candlelit dining hall. No question it had come from the mortal world, but how?
The events of yesterday were blurry, but he chased the memory down. Something the Dark Queen had said about a troublesome mortal child. Aran wasn’t the first visitor here, and the confirmation of it made the skin between his shoulder blades prickle. What had happened to that kid?
And did he even want to know?
He shrugged on his sweatshirt, suddenly chilled, then slipped the plastic toy into his pocket. It felt good to have a piece of his own world to carry around.
Pulling aside the crimson curtain, he stepped into the main room of the tent. Thomas sat at a table set along one wall, writing with a feather pen on what looked like parchment.
“Good day,” Thomas said.
“Is it?”
“An intriguing question.” Thomas set his pen down and nodded to an empty wicker chair. “Sit, and we will discuss it.”
Aran swung the chair around and sat backwards, resting his arms along the woven willow top. “We have a lot more than that to discuss.”
“Indeed. But it is a start. Tea?”
“Sure.” 
Thomas picked up a green teapot and poured a stream of pale gold liquid into a matching cup. The steam swirling over the surface carried the scents that had woken Aran: cinnamon and mint. He took a careful sip, and the tea spread through his mouth, tasting like a perfect summer day.
“Cake?” Thomas pushed a deep blue plate filled with biscuit-like pastries toward him. “I will, however, caution you to eat no bite nor sip no sup outside the confines of these walls.”
The guy had the oddest way of talking, but Aran could follow him. More or less. He reached for one of the cakes.
“Why’s that?”
“Let us begin with your initial inquiry.” Thomas gave him a thoughtful look. “Is it, indeed, a good day? Firstly, whether goodness favors your mood is entirely up to you. And for the second part, it is not, in fact, day—a detail I commend you for noticing.”
“So, when does the sun come up? Does this place run on a super-extended clock or something?”
“In all the time you bide here it will never be day, for this is the Dark Court, where midnight and moonlight hold sway.”
Aran wrapped his hands around his teacup, trying to push away the chill brought on by Thomas’s words.
“I have a feeling I’m going to miss the sun,” he said.
Even though it was winter in the mortal world, at least the sun was there—a glowing ball of fire lurking behind the clouds. Endless night was going to get stale pretty quick.
“Of a certainty, you will long for the daylight,” Thomas said, his voice laced with old sorrow. “I do.”
“So, how’d you get here? And can you ever leave?”
The questions left a sour taste in Aran’s mouth, and he took another hasty drink of tea. Was he trapped here, like those tiny fairies in the lanterns, unable to escape?
Escape to what? a cynical voice inside him asked. No money, a useless attraction to a gamer girl, and every step overshadowed by the black cloud of a criminal record? 
“Answers for answers,” Thomas said. “First, we need something to call you by.”
“My name’s Ar—”
“Stop.” Thomas held up his hand. “Names have power here. Is there a name—not your birth-given one—you go by in the mortal world?”
“BlackWing.” 
It was somehow fitting to claim his hacker identity here. And it wasn’t like anyone would recognize it.
“Good.” Thomas lifted a cake from the plate. “Mortals who eat or drink in the Realm of Faerie are trapped here. Only the food I serve you is free of that binding enchantment.”
Aran studied his cake. He had no reason not to trust Thomas. With a shrug, he took a bite. It was honey-sweet and warm, as if freshly out of the oven. He finished the cake in three bites, then snagged another.
“Is that what happened to you?” he asked. “Ate something you shouldn’t have?”
“No.”
“Then you could go back, if you wanted?”
Thomas gave a low, weary sigh. “I cannot. There is nothing for me to return to. Tell me, why did the goblins bring you here, to the Dark Queen?”
Aran swallowed the last bite of cake, then took a sip of tea, buying time while he thought. There was plenty he didn’t want to say—and plenty he guessed Thomas wasn’t telling him, either.
“It sounds strange, but I met the goblin in a computer game.”
“Feyland, I suppose?” Something flashed across Thomas’s expression, a momentary easing of the anxious lines in his face.
“Yeah.” Aran narrowed his eyes. “How’d you know that?”
“Feyland and the Realm of Faerie are connected.”
“That’s just… tweaked.” Aran set his cup down and folded his arms along the back of the chair. Crazy as it was, though, the evidence was all around him. “Care to tell me how that happened?”
“Another time, perhaps. Your audience with the queen draws nigh. If I am to aid you, I must understand why you are here.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t quite understand it myself.” 
He wasn’t going to tell Thomas he’d been trying to hack Feyland. He had a feeling the bard wouldn’t think too highly of that idea.
Thomas firmed his lips and studied Aran with a look that made him feel like a disobedient child.
“Look.” Aran unfolded his arms and stood. “I just want something better out of life. I was given an opportunity, and I took it. I didn’t know it would bring me here.”
“Do you wish to return to the mortal world?” 
“Not at the moment, no. So, what do I need to do to get ready to see the queen?” 
He’d take one thing, one minute, at a time. It was the only way to cope when life got complicated. Thinking too much caused a crazy whirlwind in his brain that could suck him under—that had sucked him under in the past. Those first few months in juvie had been nothing but panic and fear. It had taken too long for him to get his bearings, to pull himself together, and he was never making that mistake again. Never.
 

 
Spark signed autographs and posed for pictures, but the whole time her mind clamored with questions. At last the game center event ended, and she hurried back to the bus. Tucking herself into the back corner seat, she pulled out her messager. First priority was talking to Tam and Jennet.
Tam, as usual, didn’t answer, but Jennet responded right away.
:How’s the tour going?: she asked.
:Crazy. The Elder Fey contacted me in-game and told me I’m supposed to rescue someone from the Dark Realm.:
:What?!:
:I know. Have you guys been playing Feyland? Did they get in touch with you and Tam?: Spark tried not to hold her breath for the answer.
:We were in-game earlier today. Nothing unusual happened.:
:I don’t want to do this alone.: Spark chewed on her lower lip. :You and Tam are the ones with experience.:
:Maybe that’s why they didn’t ask us. The game’s releasing now. If we’re all helping the same person, who’s on call when other people get in trouble?:
Jennet was right, though Spark didn’t like it. She’d seen the danger and power of the Dark Queen, but unlike her friends, Spark had never faced her in direct combat. At least, not solo. It had taken seven of them fighting together, plus a powerful talisman, to defeat her last time. Also, Spark’s memory of that battle was a little hazy, since she’d been a fox during key moments. 
The bus swayed as the rest of the VirtuMax team climbed on. Niteesh headed toward her, a determined look on his face. He was going to ask her what was going on, and she had no idea what to tell him.
:I gotta go,: she typed.
:Talk again soon,: Jennet replied. :I’ll see what Tam thinks.:
Spark turned off her messager. Lucky Jennet, to have somebody to share things with. 
“Hey,” she said as Niteesh took the seat next to her.
“Is for horses,” he said. “What’s going on with you?”
“Off day. It happens.” 
“You’re a terrible liar.” When she didn’t reply, he squinched his lips together. “Fine, don’t tell me.”
“If I could, I would.” She hoped he believed her. The last thing she wanted to do was alienate the only friend she had on the tour.
He gazed at her, his eyes bright, then shrugged.
“Whatever. So, what happened to your clothes?”
“What do you think?” Spark shot a look to the front of the bus, where Roc and Cora sprawled, taking up a row of seats each.
“Thought so,” Niteesh said. “But I’m here now to watch your back.”
“And vice versa. They don’t love you any better.” 
The bus glided into motion, and Spark stared out the window as the parking lot of the gaming center slid away.
“Yeah, but I’m just a little kid,” Niteesh said, a note of irony in his voice. “You’re the real competition. Keep your edge, though—don’t make it easy for them.”
Spark let out a sigh that misted the window glass.
“I know, I was distracted in there.” By otherworldly creatures giving her cryptic instructions. “In order to focus, I need some more time in-game.”
“You need to practice?” He gave her a confused look. “You, Spark Jaxley?”
“Something like that.” She leaned forward to make sure Roc and Cora couldn’t see her face. It wouldn’t surprise her if they read lips. “Think you could help me figure out a way to get secret system time?”
His eyes brightened, and he tapped his lips with one finger. Niteesh was one sneaky kid, and between the two of them, Spark knew they could get her on a FullD. Vonda would probably help, too, although the more people who knew what Spark was up to, the harder it would be to keep secret. And to keep her own secrets about why, exactly, she needed to play Feyland during off hours.
“I got it,” Niteesh said. “We’ll tell Vonda we have to brush up our PVP skills, since we know the Terabins are going to keep trying to jump us.”
“But we both won our duels with them,” Spark said. “It’s not a good enough excuse.”
“Then tell her your interface is glitchy, and that’s why you had issues today. Because, I tell you, your play was clearly off.”
More lies. She was getting tired of them—but what could she do?
“Okay. I’ll go back and talk to Vonda.”
“If that doesn’t work, we can always break into the FullD trailer late at night, bring an auxiliary power source, and get you going that way.” He grinned and flexed his fingers. “I’m good with security codes.”
“Too dangerous. I’m sure VirtuMax has serious safeguards on those systems. Let me talk to Vonda first, before we try anything too crazy.”
Though it could come to that. Her “glitchy interface” excuse would only work once, and Spark had a feeling she’d need a couple of sessions in-game to get to the Dark Court.
Jennet had talked a little bit about when she’d first played Feyland. There were several levels the gamer had to complete, each one leading closer and closer to the court, until at last they faced the Dark Queen.
Spark had to win her way to the court and battle the queen in order to free whoever was trapped there. The thought sent a chill down her spine. How much worse was it for the poor gamer who had somehow stumbled into the Realm of Faerie? Even now they could be in terrible danger.
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Aran followed Thomas down the dim path leading to the Dark Court. His fingers were cold, and he pulled the thick cloak closer about his shoulders. Not that a fancy new outfit could ease the chill he felt at the thought of standing before the Dark Queen again.
Thomas had come up with an intricate set of clothing for Aran to wear for his audience. The shirt and close-fitting pants were nice and basic, but the tooled leather boots and vest embroidered in indigo and silver were too gaudy for his taste. Still, he didn’t argue about putting them on. At least the dark blue cloak covered much of the vest, and he could live with the ornate pin holding it closed at his throat.
Thomas paused at the edge of the court clearing, his figure silhouetted by the eerie violet light of the bonfire.
“Any last-minute advice?” Aran asked. He tried to make the question cocky, though it came out a little scared.
“Speak but few words. The less you say, the less fuel you provide for the queen’s anger.”
“Right.”
At some point, Aran intended to find out why the queen was so mad. So far, Thomas had dodged his questions, claiming it wasn’t a good idea to discuss anywhere near the Dark Court.
“Show me your formal bow once again,” Thomas said.
“Are you sure it’s necessary?” 
Although Aran thought of himself as fairly coordinated, the complex court bow Thomas had drilled into him was not an easy move to master. 
“Yes.” There was no room for argument in Thomas’s tone.
With a deep breath, Aran swept back the cloak, then stepped forward onto his right foot. He dipped low, sweeping his right arm out, while his left went behind him for balance. When he started to straighten, Thomas tapped him on the back.
“Hold,” he said. “You may not rise until the queen gives you leave.”
“My leg is killing me.”
“’Tis not a matter for joking, BlackWing. More than your leg will be in pain, should you disrespect the queen.”
Aran gritted his teeth and held the position, ignoring the hot jabs of discomfort in his muscles. Yeah, he was a rebel, like Spark had said—but there were times when you played by the rules. Until you knew when, where, and how to break them.
“Rise,” Thomas said. “You are ready.”
Provided he didn’t fall flat on his face. Aran unbent and rocked back onto his heels, easing the tension from his body. 
“Ready as I’ll be,” he said. “Lead on.”
As they stepped into the clearing, the babble of fey voices rose. The figures cavorting in front of the fire paused, watching him with avid gazes. At the far side of the clearing, a tall figure stood, his head crowned with antlers gilded silver by the distant moon. Lithe hounds curled, serpentine, around his feet. There was something incredibly creepy about him, and Aran averted his eyes.
Thomas led him past the banquet tables laid with food he couldn’t eat. Not that he’d want to—the silver goblets were filled with a heavy, dark red liquid that looked like blood, and the delicacies glowed with strange colors on their burnished plates.
Sweet, melancholy music twined through the clearing; a breathy flute accompanied by the solemn beat of a drum. The air held the whisper of a chill, more pronounced as they drew closer to the throne. Aran darted a glance at the queen, her terrible, beautiful face framed by hair black as midnight, soft as smoke. 
Then they were before the tangled throne. Thomas swept into the court bow, and Aran followed, feeling clumsy. He remained bent over, barely breathing, his heartbeat thumping loudly in his ears.
“Bard Thomas, BlackWing, rise,” the queen said at last.
Aran cautiously straightened, careful not to meet her mesmerizing gaze. Instead, he watched the gossamer-winged faerie maidens clustered behind the throne. With their haunted eyes and pale skin, they looked as if they never smiled.
“Stand forward, BlackWing,” the queen commanded, “and tell me what you seek in the Realm of Faerie.”
Swallowing, he took a step toward the throne. Thomas stood at his shoulder, and Aran was grateful for the support. Even though they didn’t trust one another, Thomas was a decent guy.
“Address her formally,” the bard whispered to him as Aran opened his mouth.
Right. He paused a moment, considering what to say.
“Your majesty—I’m here because the goblin told me this is where I’d be able to see what lies behind Feyland. That’s what I want.”
Beside him, Thomas drew in a sharp breath.
“Are you satisfied with what you have found?” the queen asked, a bite of laughter in her voice.
“Not exactly.”
He never would have guessed actual magic underlay the sim game of Feyland. How was a guy supposed to hack that? Learn a bunch of spells? It was ridiculous, in a horrible kind of way.
“You are a mortal skilled in the use of this so-called game and its interface, are you not?”
“I guess.” Not that he’d had much of a chance to play Feyland.
The Dark Queen smiled, and Aran blinked at the way the clearing lightened, as if dusted with starlight. Her deep eyes were filled with mystery, and he swayed, dizzy from the force of her expression.
“Steady,” Thomas said in an undertone, catching his arm.
Aran yanked his gaze back down to the deep green moss underfoot and pulled in a steadying breath. The queen’s laughter sifted over him, light as chiming bells.
“Ah, I forget how easily you mortals are undone,” she said. “I have a challenge for you, BlackWing. I greatly desire to open my realm more fully to the human world—and to do this, I need someone who understands the inner workings of Feyland.”
“Wait.” Aran blinked. “You want me to hack into the real world from here, using Feyland?”
“Just so.” Her voice softened, melting like honey around his senses. “Can you do this thing for me?”
Half of him wanted to say yes to her, yes to anything she asked. But he’d learned caution in the most painful way possible.
“Is that a good idea?” he asked. “For us humans, I mean.”
Thomas squeezed his arm, but the queen was clearly displeased by his answer. Eyes glittering like diamonds, she leaned forward. Aran hadn’t noticed before how long and deadly looking her fingernails were.
“Do you dare to question me?” Her voice was a cold blade slicing the air.
“My lady,” Thomas said. “He is not your subject, to command as you please. And if you recall, he is but newly come to the realm. Forgive him for his brashness.”
The queen’s eyes narrowed, and she sat back. Aran let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
“Although I owe you no explanation, mortal,” she said, “know that the Realm of Faerie will wither and die if the gate is not opened. And you shall be well rewarded. Wealth and power are within your grasp. Only do this one thing for me.”
Aran curled his chilled fingers into his palms. Somehow, he didn’t think reverse-hacking his way into the human world was going to be simple. But he also suspected he didn’t have a choice.
“What good will wealth and power do me, here?” he asked, glancing to the creatures clustered about the throne. The goblin, Codcadden, grinned, showing his pointed teeth.
Aran didn’t want to boss faeries around, plus he didn’t think they’d take orders from a human all that well. The things he wanted weren’t found in the Realm of Faerie. Or maybe anywhere. He was smart enough to know that most of them couldn’t be bought, either.
“The boy speaks truly,” Thomas said. “One of his payments must be a return to the mortal realm.”
“If he is able to prove himself, he shall reap the rewards,” the queen said. “And if not, then you shall have an apprentice, Thomas. Forever.”
The finality in her words made Aran’s gut turn to ice. This just got worse and worse.
“I’ll want payment in gold,” he said. “And I’m going to need some gear.” Though he had no idea what.
The Dark Queen waved her hand. “Agreed. Bard Thomas shall equip you as necessary. I expect you to succeed in this, mortal boy.”
“I will.”
Despite having no clue how to accomplish what the queen wanted, failure wasn’t an option. Aran looked at Thomas’s weary face, the sorrow lying heavy in his eyes. 
No way was Aran going to spend eternity trapped in the Realm of Faerie. 
 

 
“Thanks, Vonda,” Spark said as the road crew finished hooking up her FullD system. 
It took up most of the space in her hotel room, wedged between the bed and wall, but she wasn’t planning on sleeping much, anyway. She had a lot of simming to do.
During their takeout dinner, she’d convinced her manager to let her use the sim system to “work out the glitches” for the upcoming demos. Vonda had given her a funny look, but gave Spark permission to use a FullD for the evening.
“Get your mojo back,” Vonda said. “We load out at noon tomorrow. That’s all the sim time I can give you.”
“How far is it to the next gig?”
“Four hours. You’re on for the demo at six tonight, and I want you fresh and on your game, all right?” Vonda pointed at her.
“Yes, ma’am.” Spark saluted.
“Don’t stay up too late.”
“Mhm.”
“Good night then.” Vonda rolled her eyes as she shut the door, clearly understanding that Spark had made no promises.
Spark threw the deadbolt, checked to make sure the windows were locked and the curtains shut tight, then fired up her system. She didn’t relish the thought of an all-night marathon, but she might not get another chance to enter Feyland unobserved.
On the other hand, she couldn’t totally stint on sleep, or it would show during the demo appearances. She couldn’t afford any more slips, not with the Terabins waiting for her to falter.
One thing at a time. Her first job was to get in-game and help whoever had inadvertently stumbled into the Realm of Faerie. 
She put on the helmet and gloves and activated Feyland. At the character screen, she paused. Should she make a new avatar, one better suited to solo questing?
She hovered over the description of the Knight, then shook her head. Straightforward melee fighting had never been her style. Plus she’d already mastered a few of her Kitsune’s tricks. Better to play a familiar class. If that didn’t work, she could start over with a new character. As if she had time to do that.
Before she could waste more time second-guessing, Spark flicked her fingers in the command to enter game. Spinning golden light enfolded her, and for once she welcomed the queasy sensation. She’d been worried that Feyland wouldn’t take her into the realm, but the feeling of transitioning out of the real world was unmistakable.
A moment later, she stood in the familiar sunlit clearing. Everything looked the same, except for one key difference. The mushrooms in the faerie ring encircling her were pale white, the color of moonlight. Proof that she was on the way to the Dark Court.
She checked that her weapons were in place, then strode down the path. The branches of the white-barked trees interlaced above her head, sending a lattice of shadows across the soft moss. Bright orange butterflies flickered in and out of shafts of sunlight, and the whole forest seemed peaceful and serene.
Too bad it was the anteroom to a land filled with evil fey folk. She had a few levels to go to reach the court, however—at least according to Jennet.
When the bus had arrived at their hotel for the night, Spark had checked in and then messaged Jennet from the privacy of her room. Apparently, when Jennet and Tam had battled the Dark Queen, they’d had to complete a number of very strange quests, progressing through different areas of Feyland until they reached the court. It was the game, but tweaked.
Although there might be a shortcut. Jennet had advised her to keep watch for Puck.
:That freaky sprite?: Spark had asked.
:Yes. He can be very helpful, so watch for him.:
Spark wasn’t so sure. She’d only seen a bit of Puck—both in the real world and the realm. While he’d assisted them a couple times, the main thing she remembered was that he’d ridden her fox form as if she was a horse. Kind of demeaning, to be used as the personal mount of a fey little creature.
Something rustled in the underbrush beside the path. Spark whirled, one hand on her dagger. Nothing appeared. She stood still, trying to breathe silently, and stared at the bushes for a long moment. 
“Okay then,” she said. “But I know you’re there, whatever you are.”
There was no answer—and she didn’t have time to stand around arguing with shrubbery. Keeping a wary eye out, Spark continued on. So what if her pace increased almost to a run. She was in a hurry.
The trees thinned, and the path led from the forest’s edge into a sunny meadow filled with blue and red flowers. A short way along the path stood a cottage right out of an English countryside postcard, complete with a thatched roof and windows mullioned in tiny squares of glass.
The creature squatting on the doorstep, though, definitely detracted from the picture. He was covered in long black hair, his beard tangled with twigs and mosses. The nails of his knobbly toes and crooked hands were grimy and uneven. A whiff of rotting vegetables rose from where he sat, and Spark wrinkled her nose. Ready to leap into combat if necessary, she slowly approached the cottage.
Two beady, malicious eyes regarded her, but the creature made no move to attack.
“Greetings,” Spark said, stopping a few feet from the door.
“Fox-girl,” the creature said, his voice rough, as though he seldom spoke, “do you seek a quest?”
“I do.”
“Heh.” The hairy man chewed on the end of his beard a moment. Then he spat it out, and pointed down the path. “Yonder lies the tree of copper apples. Fetch one and bring it to me, and you shall succeed. Do you accept?”
There was some trick—there was always a trick—but Spark trusted her wits and reflexes to deal with whatever Feyland threw at her.
“Yes,” she said.
The air chimed with the faint echo of bells, and the hairy man nodded.
“Well?” he said. “Don’t just stand there.”
He probably wouldn’t like it if she laughed at him, but he sounded like a grumpy old aunt of hers. Hiding her smile, Spark turned and headed in the direction he’d indicated.
Over the curve of the hill she found an orchard. Apple trees spread, planted in orderly rows, though not all of them bore fruit. Some were spangled with white flowers, while others unfurled leaves the new green of spring. From her vantage point she scanned the trees, but all the fruit she could see hanging from the boughs was red. The tree with copper apples must be farther in.
As she stepped into the orchard, the raucous cry of crows sounded. Up ahead, a dozen black shapes took to the sky. A murder of crows. She shivered, and stayed under the shelter of the branches as much as possible. Fending off an aerial attack was never fun, especially as her character had no shielding abilities.
The birds swirled up into a dark funnel, and Spark headed directly for it. The trees around her weren’t anything special, despite the various seasons they represented. No—she’d find her copper apples in the part of the orchard where things were happening. Which meant heading for the crows.
Bees hummed among the flowers, and a few petals drifted like snow. The place was peaceful, until rough caws punctured the air. The light dimmed as a thick cloud shaded the sun. Ahead, she glimpsed a dark, gnarled shape: a tree with twisted branches rising into the sky. The area surrounding the tree was blighted, the green grass withered to gray. Her heart gave a thump. At the tip of the highest branch an apple hung, bright as a new penny. 
The crows swirled around it, guarding their treasure. This close, Spark could see that their claws and beaks were sheathed in metal.
Great. Combat crows.
She paused beneath a flowering tree and studied her target. The branch bearing the apple was way too thin to take her weight, plus the crows wouldn’t let her get near the tree without dealing some painful injuries.
Injuries that would carry over into the real world, according to Jennet. Spark wasn’t in a hurry to find out the truth of her friend’s words. So, a direct assault on the tree was out.
Slowly, she drew her bow and nocked an arrow. First thing was to get that shiny apple down to where she could grab it. Then she’d have to improvise.
Spark sighted down the arrow and took a deep, steadying breath. The circle of copper glimmered in her vision until her entire being focused on that one spot.
She exhaled and loosed her arrow.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Spark’s arrow flew true, hitting the apple with a hollow clang. The fruit wobbled, but didn’t fall. Dammit!
Screeching, the crows flurried into the air. They’d be on her in moments. She pushed down the fear starting to ripple through her and nocked another arrow, aiming for the stem this time. It was a tricky target—but she only had time for one last shot.
The arrow left the string with a hum, and Spark dashed after it. The crows increased their racket and began diving at her. She ducked low, feeling claws tangle in her hair. Ahead, the copper apple fell, the stem neatly severed.
With a final burst of speed, Spark flung herself forward and caught the fruit in one hand. Using her bow, she beat back the dark birds and hurried to summon up one of her elemental spells. Air—that would do it. Clutching the apple to her chest, she chanted the awkward syllables.
A gust of wind swept through the clearing, whipping her hair into her face, and pushing the crows back. Spark turned and ran, the angry calls of the birds following her.
She made it about halfway through the orchard when the blossom-scattered grass before her erupted into a tangle of thorns. Leaping back, she saw that the wicked briars had sprouted all around her, and were closing in quickly. One long, sharp thorn pricked her wrist, painful as a needle.
“Kijherba Oncoti!” she cried.
Instantly, a wall of flame sprang up before her. Spark gestured it forward, and heard the briars screeching as the fire scorched them. They shriveled, and she leaped over the blackened tangle and kept running.
Spark’s breath rasped in her throat as she raced for the edge of the orchard. She leaned forward, forcing another burst of speed. Behind her, the crows still called. A quick look over her shoulder showed a mass of thorns following in her wake, twisting and writhing along the ground.
She burst out of the orchard, only to rock back at the sight of a huge silver serpent blocking her way. Seriously—the game wasn’t making it easy for her.
The serpent hissed, showing a long, forked tongue, then reared back, preparing to strike. Spark scrolled rapidly through her spells. She’d already burned the charms for air and fire, which left earth and water.
A thorn grazed her boot, and the crows called harshly behind her. Pulling on all her reserves, she wove the words of her remaining elements together, and flung them toward the serpent. Instantly it began to sink, surrounded by a pit of mud. It flailed back and forth, splashing clods of grass and thick gobs of mud up in huge gouts, but it was stuck, and sliding lower by the second.
Tucking the copper apple into her pocket, Spark sprinted to her right, cutting a wide path around the serpent now mired in muck. As she ran, she morphed into her fox form. Four paws dug into the grass, and her keen ears heard the swish of feathers behind her. She zigzagged, foiling the attacking crow. It screeched in anger. Another sound, a weird grinding, vibrated beneath her feet. Ahead, thorny briars burst out of the ground. 
She leaped, just clearing the tangle. To her left, the serpent lunged, missing her by inches. It smelled like dry bones.
Her tiny heart pounding, she reached the crest of the hill. As soon as she topped it, the stench of the hairy man hit her like a wall of compost, making her eyes water. The sounds of pursuit faded, but she kept running until she reached the cottage.
“Heehee,” the hairy man said. “A frightened fox. Has it forgotten how to be mortal?”
She almost had forgotten once, during the battle with the Dark Queen, but that time she’d stayed in her fox form far longer.
“Not even,” she said as she transformed back into her human body. “I have the apple.”
He scowled and held out his hand. Spark retrieved the fruit and gave it to him.
“You have succeeded.” He didn’t sound happy about it. “Take the apple.”
She hesitated. Was this some kind of fey trick?
“Go on.” He thrust his hand toward her. The copper apple shone brightly against his coarsely haired palm.
“Why?”
“Your quest was to fetch the apple and show it to me. The reward remains yours. Take it quickly, ’ere I transport you to the next level.”
Spark snatched the gleaming fruit from him. During the final battle with the Dark Queen, both Tam and Jennet had used talismans they’d won in-game. Maybe the apple would prove equally helpful.
Of course, Jennet also had a magic sword she’d gotten from the Elder Fey. Somehow, Spark didn’t think she was in line for a gift like that.
The hairy man lifted his hands, inscribing symbols into the air that left a glowing afterimage. The cottage tipped, the sky reversing, and she was enfolded in dizzying light once again. She gripped the apple, concentrating on its smooth solidity.
After three whirling heartbeats, she landed on solid ground. Swallowing hard, Spark looked around. She was in another clearing, this one in a piney forest. The moon-pale mushrooms surrounded her, and the sky overhead was the dark blue of early evening. A handful of scattered stars dusted the sky.
Good. She was progressing through the world, every level taking her closer to the Dark Court.
Spark tucked the copper apple away. With a deep breath, she stepped over the faerie ring and started down the dusky, beckoning path. 
 

 
Aran followed Thomas back to the tent, his thoughts spinning. He didn’t like being forced to reverse-hack into the real world. On the other hand, think of the cheats and exploits he’d learn, which he could sell once he got back.
Provided they worked in the non-magical portion of the game. Even if they didn’t, he’d get a reward from the queen that would set him up in style.
Once inside the fabric walls of Thomas’s home, Aran headed for his room. He wanted to see if he could get his tablet to turn on, and start making notes about how to do the impossible.
“Not so quickly,” Thomas said, grabbing his arm as he went past.
“What?”
“BlackWing. I thought the name was familiar. How long have you been hacking games, young man?”
“Um.” Aran pulled out of Thomas’s grasp. It was too late to lie, not that he even wanted to. Something about the bard inspired the uncomfortable truth.
“Sit down.” Thomas went to one of the nearby low chairs draped in colorful fabric, and gestured for Aran to join him. 
“Three years,” Aran said, warily taking a seat. He’d started learning how in juvie, and turned out to be surprisingly good at it. “How do you know about stuff like that? Games and hackers?”
“How do you think I came here?” Thomas said, a wry twist to his mouth. “The old ways of passage into the Realm of Faerie are gone—the standing stones toppled, the faerie rings and groves razed. The fey folk must find another way to access the mortal world.”
“But a computer game?” Aran shook his head. “That’s tweaked.”
Thomas sighed and leaned back. “What is a game but a doorway into another, temporary, reality? With the FullD system, human technology reached an almost magical place. A between place, where things are and are not at the same time. That is the province of the fey.”
“So somehow the faerie magic connected with Feyland?”
“If the game had not been based on ancient lore, perhaps it would not have.” An old pain shone in Thomas’s eyes.
“Wait.” Aran sat up straight, suspicion scraping the back of his neck. “What’s your full name?”
“Thomas Rimer.”
“Damn.” Aran jumped to his feet. “I don’t believe it.”
But he did, and things started to make all kinds of sense.
Thomas watched him with a weary gaze as Aran paced the leaf-green rug. Thomas—who was Thomas Rimer, the former lead developer for Feyland. Until he died.
“Am I dead?” Aran asked. “Is this some crazy version of the afterlife?”
“No. You are a living, breathing creature, here within the realm.”
“Are you?” 
“My physical body is gone,” Thomas said. “My life essence, or spirit as some might call it, is here, bound to the service of the Dark Queen.”
Aran’s throat went dry. “Did she kill you? Like some kind of vampire thing?”
“I made the choice freely,” Thomas said. “Just as you made the choice to enter the Dark Realm.”
“Yeah, well, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.” Aran rubbed his arms, warding off the sudden chill.
“Too late. You must accept the consequences of your choices.”
“I’m sick of having to deal with the consequences when I’m misled about what I’m stepping into.” Bitterness rose in the back of his throat.
He’d been naïve, and way too trusting of his older brother, when Setch had asked him to hand-deliver a package. Sure, he knew his brother was up to his neck in something shady, but he hadn’t thought it would affect him.
Until he landed in jail, confused and too innocent, and conveniently underage enough to avoid the biggest penalties for transporting narcotics.
Seemed like the Realm of Faerie was similar to juvie, in terms of having its own, dangerous rules that he had to figure out—and fast.
Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Creatures who do not belong in your world appear through a glowing sphere, asking you to come with them. What, pray tell, is misleading about the fact that you ended up in a magical otherworld?”
“Fine.” Aran crossed his arms. Maybe this one was a little more his fault. “So how do I start hacking—”
“Hold.” Thomas rose smoothly to his feet and turned to face the door flap. “Someone approaches.”
Aran stepped back, glancing around for something he could use as a weapon. He saw nothing useful, just a lot of musical instruments. If things got bad, he supposed he could smash a guitar over his attacker’s head.
The door twitched open and a small figure bounded into the room. His hair was a wild tangle festooned with feathers and he wore a costume of leaves and tatters. Bright, merry eyes shone in a sharp-featured face.
“Greetings!” he cried. “I see you have collected another mortal, Bard Thomas.”
“Well met, Puck,” Thomas said, his voice warm. He gestured to Aran. “This is my guest, BlackWing.”
“Is he?” Puck asked.
He leaped into the air and kept going, as though ascending a solid, invisible staircase. He halted inches from Aran’s nose and, hands on his hips, scrutinized Aran.
“Hey,” Aran said, standing his ground. “You’re in my space, little guy.”
“Little I may be, but I am no guy. I am a sprite. And you, mortal, are in our space far more fully at present than we may venture into yours.”
“That’s not what I meant.” Aran thought he knew what Puck was saying, despite his weird, roundabout faerie-speak. “And your goblin pals didn’t seem to have a problem traipsing into my world.”
Thomas winced. “There was more sacrifice involved in opening that portal than you might guess.”
“Aye.” Puck reached one long-fingered hand and grabbed a handful of Aran’s hair, then gave it a quick, painful tug.
“Ow!” 
Aran swiped at the creature, but Puck, grinning widely, had already somersaulted back down his invisible staircase.
“I know not why she should risk so much, for your sake,” the sprite said.
“Who? The queen?”
Puck gave an impatient snort, then turned to Thomas. “One of the Feyguard comes. Summoned, no doubt, for this mortal.”
“Aid her as you may.” Thomas shot Aran an unreadable look. “I’ve no doubt she will be successful in her task.”
“I shall assist, be assured of it.” Puck cocked his head. “I do not think I can bring her to the queen’s doorstep undetected. Meet us in the hour before midnight, in the borderlands nearest the realm.”
“What are you guys even talking about?” Aran asked. “And what does it have to do with me?”
“Everything,” Puck said. “And now, I must away.”
He waved his hand and glittering dust swirled around him. When the air cleared, the sprite was gone.
“Where’d he go?” Aran asked, facing Thomas. “And what’s going on?”
Thomas walked past him to the table, where the ever-present teapot was always hot and the plate of cakes never emptied.
“You will know, soon enough,” the bard said. “Tea?”
Aran was tired of conversations that didn’t go anywhere, of secrets and half truths. And he still couldn’t entirely accept that he was hanging out in a magical land with a dead programmer.
“What happened to the other human?” he asked. “The kid who was here.”
“Ah.” Thomas set down the teapot, his cup only half full. “He has returned home.”
Relief rippled through Aran. “So, he’s not dead? Glad to hear the faeries don’t go in for human sacrifice.”
“Oh, they do.” Thomas’s tone was grim.
Aran swallowed, hard. He’d had enough answers for now.
“Right. I’m going to bed.”
“Rest well, BlackWing.”
As if he could. Aran pushed open the curtain to his room, glad for some privacy. He sat on the bed and picked up the plastic dragon figurine from the table, where he’d left it beside his tablet.
He turned the knobby plastic between his fingers, then ran his thumb over the seam along the figurine’s back. It felt good to have that connection to the mortal world. A plastic dragon and his tablet. Sad, really.
Knowing it wouldn’t work, he reached over and pressed the tablet’s power button. Nothing. With a sigh, Aran put the dragon back on the table. It teetered for a moment, then fell over onto the blank screen.
Light flickered across the tablet face, and Aran blinked. He picked the dragon up, and the tablet went dark again. Slowly, he set the plastic figure on the screen and the surface immediately brightened. The tablet powered on—but only when the plastic dragon touched it.
Freaky. But then, this whole place was beyond strange.
Aran pinned the dragon against the screen with his thumb and moved the tablet onto his lap. Could he actually connect back to the real world?
He opened his messager to find a blinking note from Bix.
:That was a lame-ass goodbye. You better send postcards. And message me now and then. Gotta live vicariously through your adventures.:
For a stabbing second, Aran regretted his decision to go with the goblins. He wished he really could send Bix a postcard from some nice, normal tourist destination.
There were no postcard racks in the Dark Court. If, in some freaky alternate universe, there were, he could just imagine what they’d look like. A close-up of the trapped fairies screaming, their tiny hands pressed against the lantern glass. The eerie figure of the horned hunter silhouetted against the unearthly stars. A candid shot of the Dark Queen reclining on her throne, with “wish you were here” emblazoned across the front.
So wrong, though amusing in a sick way. Even though postcards were out, maybe he could send a message.
:Sorry to leave so abruptly. Having quite the time, here. Catch you later.:
He had no idea if the message would get through, but he liked to imagine it would. 
The net connection worked, too. Aran scrolled through the entertainment news until he got to a piece about Spark’s tour. Actually, it covered the whole FullD launch, but he skimmed the boring stuff.
There was a picture of Spark, unhappily sandwiched between those other two gamers, the Terabins. Some kind of rivalry going on there. She hadn’t looked very happy when she left the lunch panel stage at SimCon—though seeing him seemed to brighten her up.
As if. Spark Jaxley hadn’t given him another moment’s thought after she’d left. He’d been a diversion to her. One that hadn’t ended up being all that pleasant, once her goons got hold of his records. Their connection was over before it had even begun.
Aran tapped his fingers over the screen. Enough with the past; he had to sort out the future. How to open the gate, escape the queen, and leave the realm with a nice profit in his pocket. 
What if opening the gate wasn’t such a good idea? Worry pinged the back of his brain, and he stuffed it back down. Thomas hadn’t gotten too tweaked over the idea, so it couldn’t be that bad—especially if the Realm of Faerie would die without that connection. Sure, the place was creepy, but it was magic, too. It didn’t deserve to be destroyed.  
And after all, didn’t the human world need a little more enchantment?
 



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Spark strode through the dim forest, the scent of cedar and loam filling her nose. In the half light every branch resembled a reaching arm, every bush a crouching creature ready to spring.
Unlike the first game level, this one didn’t open out into a meadow. Instead, she glimpsed a small clearing ahead. As she got closer, a dilapidated hut at the edge of the trees came into view; just the type of place one would find a wicked crone lying in wait to eat passing children.
The windows were dark, and cobwebs hung from the corners of the eaves, but a thin line of smoke trailed from the crooked chimney. Somebody was home.
“Hello?” Spark called, stepping into the clearing. “Anybody there?”
A night bird screeched nearby, making her jump, but there was no other reply. Still, she hadn’t just stumbled onto this place by accident. Feyland had its own weird logic, and she’d do best to follow it.
Holding her breath, as if that would make her presence quieter, she stepped onto the sagging porch. The boards creaked loudly under her feet.
The weathered door had a metal knocker in the center, depicting the head of a woman with long, flowing hair. The brass was cold under her fingers as Spark lifted the knocker, then let it fall with a thud that echoed through the hut.
Should she knock again? She started to lower her hand, and the knocker’s hair came to life, slithering around her wrist and binding her fast.
“Hey! Let go,” Spark cried as her hand was pulled back toward the woman’s face.
The metal eyes opened, blank and pupil-less, and the knocker smiled. Its teeth looked very sharp.
“There is a price for admittance,” it said, in a high, whispery voice.
Spark tugged at her hand, but the strands of metal held tight. Great. She was the captive of a freaky doorknocker.
“What kind of price?” she asked.
A sharp pain shot through her palm. With a yelp, Spark ripped her hand free. Blood trickled from a wound at the base of her thumb.
“You bit me.” She couldn’t quite believe it, despite the evidence. Despite the things Tam and Jennet had told her about how Feyland worked.
“Consider your admission paid.” The knocker closed its eyes, its hair coming to rest again in still metal curves. 
Slowly, quietly, the door swung open. 
The hut was much bigger inside than it had appeared from the outside. A vast marble hallway stretched away from the door, lined with columns and the glow of ornate lamp sconces. In a niche at the far end of the hall something shone silver—something round, with a stem at the top.
A silver apple. 
There was a theme here. Get the apple, gain the next level of Feyland. Somehow, Spark didn’t think it would be as easy as sauntering down the hall and grabbing the fruit. 
She set one booted foot on the marble floor, then quickly drew it back. Sharp blades flashed up from the floor, rising and falling in an unsynchronized rhythm. Each sword was three feet long, and wickedly honed. The air filled with the sound of steel snicking against steel. Sure enough, she’d activated the first defense system.
Spark watched and counted, but couldn’t see an obvious pattern. If she stepped out there without a plan, she’d be sliced like lunchmeat. The only upside was that the floor of blades ended halfway down the hall. No doubt other traps awaited. She’d deal with those when she got to them.
Okay, how did she solve this predicament? Trying to ignore the metallic clashing, she looked through her inventory. Bow and arrows, boot dagger, cloak. Not helpful. Copper apple. Maybe?
She selected it from her inventory, and the apple appeared in her hand. Holding it up, she inspected it closely, something she hadn’t had a chance to do while evading the crows and briars earlier.
A seam ran horizontally around the apple, as if it could split in half. What did it hold, and how could she get it open? She tried sticking her thumbnail in the hairline crack, and then the blade of her dagger, but the fruit remained stubbornly closed.
Maybe it was like a genie in a bottle. Which meant she had three wishes, right? Spark glanced at the flashing swords. It wouldn’t be enough just to wish them gone, since something even worse would appear in their place. Magical games were tricky that way.
No, she had to think of a solution for crossing over that expanse of slicing swords. Over…
Spark rubbed the rounded top of the apple with her thumb.
“A DeFacto 442-Z grav-board, please,” she said.
The apple trembled in her hand and—just as she’d guessed—split neatly in half. Glittering dust swirled out, accompanied by a flash of light. The apple snapped closed again before she could glimpse its inner workings. 
Spark blinked, half blinded by the brightness. When her vision cleared she let out a small whoop of triumph. 
There, on the weathered boards of the porch, sat the world’s most high-end grav-board. The shiny plas-metal and neon lettering looked glaringly out of place against the simple hut and wooded clearing. Out of place—and incredibly welcome.
“Thanks,” she said, giving the apple a kiss before tucking it back into her inventory.
Now for the hard part. She grabbed the board and strode back into the clearing, giving herself a good fifteen feet of lead-in to the doorway.
She hoped the board worked, here in the magic-laden world of Feyland.
Scratch that—belief was a powerful force. She knew the board would work. Refusing doubt, she flicked the grav switch. With a hum, the board rose six inches into the air.
Oh, yeah. She was about to take the ride of her life. Good thing she’d played a ton of games that utilized grav-board mechanics, as well as her real-world boarding experience. Surfing over and through a sea of swords was just another skill challenge.
Pushing away the knowledge that failure could be deadly, Spark hopped onto the board. She took a second to find her balance, then leaned forward, pointing the board at the illuminated doorway of the hut. The board kicked up speed—damn, it was even more powerful in-game than the actual model she owned—and the clearing blurred around her.
Speed, height, and maneuverability were the factors she had to juggle. She managed to cross over the first couple blades with inches to spare, but the next sword rose higher than she’d expected. She wasn’t going to make it.
Breath catching in her throat, she dropped into a crouch and heard the sing of metal as the blade swung just over her head. A strand of magenta hair fluttered down, quickly turned to pink dust by the razor-sharp swords. Spark gulped back her fear, trying not to imagine what would happen if she fell.
She banked hard to the right, aiming for an empty spot by one of the columns, and misjudged. The whole board shuddered as a blade hit it with a bone-jarring clang.
“Come on,” she said, under her breath. “Halfway across. You can do it.”
She didn’t know if she was talking to the grav-board or to herself.
The blades began to move faster, carving through the air in a series of deadly arcs. She only had a moment to catch her breath beside the column. Every sense alert, she pointed the board back into the center of that lethal flurry.
Dodge. Lean. Crest and plummet. One blade left a neat slice in her sleeve, just missing her skin. She tasted blood, but it was because she was biting the inside of her cheek in concentration. Instinct guided her, and a knowledge of attack patterns gleaned over playing thousands of games. Pause. Now race forward.
A sword loomed before her. No time to avoid it. Spark shifted back on the board, wincing as the blade cut down hard into the plas-metal deck. The lifters shrieked a protest as the board dipped unsteadily. 
She kicked the sword away, then, sensing motion in her peripheral vision, flung herself flat on the board’s rough surface. Two blades cut the air overhead, meeting with a crash that made the whole room vibrate. In the second of quiet that followed, Spark nudged the board over the last set of blades. It settled safely on the marble floor with a quiet whine and the smell of scorched electronics.
Slowly, she climbed to her feet. Her legs trembled and cold sweat dampened her face. That had been the most harrowing ride ever.
“Thanks,” she said, picking up the grav-board.
She couldn’t tell if it was damaged beyond repair, but, regardless, she wasn’t going to leave it behind. There was plenty of room in her inventory. Giving the blade-nicked edge a last pat, she stowed the board away.
The swords still rose and fell between her and the doorway, though with much less vigor than before. That danger was behind her.
Now she only had to face whatever was ahead.
Spark scanned the marble hall. The silver apple shone temptingly from its niche, but she knew better than to just dash forward and try to grab it. Instead, she pulled her bow from her back and extended it in front of her.
With a whoosh, a thick wall of glass slid across the hall, nearly severing the tip of her bow—and blocking her from reaching the apple. She yanked her bow back, then, when nothing else happened, used the end to tap on the glass. The weapon didn’t burst into flames or start dissolving, so she stepped up and touched her fingers to the glass.
It was cool and smooth, and her fingertips left smudges on the surface. Spark strode the length of the wall and felt along the seam where the glass met marble. No gap. The other side was the same.
She leaned back, looking up the flat expanse. The ceiling was gone, which shouldn’t have surprised her. The glass wall extended up and up, into a pale sky filled with puffy clouds. It was impossible to tell if the wall ever ended.
There had to be some way to get through. She tried her dagger blade, but it didn’t scratch the surface. Banging the pommel against the glass didn’t do anything, either. Her close-range arrow bounced off, careening dangerously past Spark’s head before disappearing into the field of swords. And the wall seemed to absorb every spell she threw at it.
Well. Hoping she was right about the three wishes, she rubbed the copper apple again. For a second she considered asking for magic beans, but there was an easier way than climbing a vine and fighting a giant up in the clouds. Besides, that storyline had already been done.
“Laser cutter,” she said.
The apple opened, emitted its glitter and light, then snapped shut. At Spark’s feet lay a laser cutter, just like the kind her dad used in his contracting business. She put the apple back in her inventory, then picked up the laser.
It hummed when she turned it on, and it didn’t take long for her to cut a ragged oval in the glass wall. Mental fingers crossed, she set her palm in the center and pushed. For a second the glass resisted, and then the oval fell out. It hit the marble floor and shattered, crashing into long, glittering splinters. Clearly the fey folk hadn’t heard about safety glass.
Spark put the cutter away and ducked through the hole she’d made, careful to avoid treading on the shards of broken glass. She drew her boot dagger and took a cautious step down the hall, the words of her spells at the tip of her tongue, her senses alert.
One hard challenge, one easy one. These things usually went in threes, and she hoped the last challenge wouldn’t prove deadly. 
With her next step, she heard music—a lilting melody backed by a swift-strumming rhythm. She glimpsed motion out of the corner of her eye, and whirled around. Nothing.
She turned back to face the end of the hall, and caught her breath at the light and energy before her. Graceful dancers turned and dipped on the floor, their faces strange and beautiful, their hair sheened with starlight. Most had wings sprouting from the backs of their elegant evening clothes: jewel-bright butterfly wings, gossamer wisps of light, the translucent panes of a dragonfly, and the dusty feathers of night moths.
Glowing orbs flickered and bobbed over the dancers, and the music was so strong it set her feet to tapping. She bent and tucked her knife back into its boot sheath. Beyond the throng of dancers, the silver apple shone.
Timing her steps to the music, Spark slipped between the nearest couple. Whenever she saw an opening, she darted through. Yes! She was getting closer and closer.
At last she gained the edge of the marble dance floor. She looked up in triumph—only to see that somehow she’d ended up back where she had begun. Instead of standing in front of the niche holding the silver apple, she faced the hole in the glass wall, the floor around her still sparkling and dangerous.
Dammit. She turned to face the dancers once more. Tapping her lip with one finger, she watched the swirls and patterns of the dance. Maybe she’d gotten turned around in there. One more try, and if that didn’t work, she’d have to change tactics.
This time, the dancers appeared to be more aware of her. She was jostled a number of times, and once a cat-eyed maiden hissed at her. When Spark reached the edge, she wasn’t too surprised to find herself before the glass wall once more.
Okay then.
If she couldn’t get through on her own, she’d have to find a partner and dance her way across. She tried stepping onto the floor and waving, but it seemed she was once again invisible to the dancers. 
The gorgeously gowned and extravagantly suited dancers.
She glanced down at her clothing: the leggings tucked into rugged boots, the rustic vest and woolen cloak. Definitely not the thing to wear to a ball.
Taking a deep breath, she summoned the copper apple again. If she was wrong, she’d waste the final wish. Giving the fruit a rub, she whispered the words.
“I need a fancy ball gown.”
The apple did its glittery thing, though instead of closing it simply vanished. Her last wish, gone. She desperately hoped it had been the right one.
With a whoosh, a gown made of gauze and satin floated down out of the air. Its bodice was deepest rose, the skirts shading out to purple. The overskirt was a silver material that flowed and glimmered like water. It was gorgeous, though not exactly the best outfit for doing battle.
If this worked, though, she wouldn’t have to fight. Spark pulled off her cloak and placed it, and her bow and arrows, into her inventory. She tugged the gown over her vest and breeches, and kept her boots on, her dagger firmly tucked in place.
The gown settled about her like rays of sunset, the skirts just skimming the floor. Now all she needed was a partner.
As if the thought had summoned him, a tall faerie approached. He was clad in silken fabric that flowed from deep purple to midnight black. His long, pale hair hung unbound down his back, held away from his face by a circlet of braided ivy.
He was completely dreamy—if you counted nightmares in that description. His eyes were full of terrors, and Spark swallowed, hard, when he held out his hand.
“Dance, milady?” he asked, in a voice that sounded soft. The way a cat’s paw was soft, until it shot out its wickedly sharp claws.
But she didn’t have much choice if she wanted to get to the far end of the hall and snatch the silver apple.
She put her hand in his, trying not to flinch when his extra-long fingers closed over hers. His skin was cold and pale, as though he were crafted of the marble surrounding them. With a sharp smile, he drew her into the dance, one hand at the small of her back.
Spark gingerly set her hand on his shoulder. It hadn’t escaped her notice that his teeth ended in sharp points. The music rose about them, moving into a waltz tempo. Good—she kind of knew how to waltz, as opposed to the fancier moves she’d seen the dancers making earlier.
Despite her inexperience—did waltzing with her pillow when she was in middle school count?—she found herself gliding with ease. Her partner guided her surely about the floor, and there was probably some faerie magic in the air that helped. The hardest part was keeping track of where she was in relation to the apple.
Every time she got the location fixed, her partner would swirl her around and she’d lose sight of the silver apple again. His grip was firm and implacable, though he didn’t look at her as they waltzed. She was just as glad not to be the focus of those incredibly scary eyes.
Spark counted under her breath. Every twenty-four steps they’d circle back to the niche holding the apple. She counted twice more, to be sure.
The next pass around the hall, she was ready. At twenty-one, she braced herself. Twenty-two, lifted her arm. Twenty-three, ducked out into a twirl. Twenty-four, reached, ignoring the painful pull of the faerie’s grip.
She leaned out, stretching toward the shining silver fruit. Her fingertips brushed it, and it wobbled.
No—she’d missed.
In slow motion, the apple teetered and plummeted from its niche. The music slowed, and the dancers let out gasps of horror. Spark lunged, ripping free of her partner’s grasp, and hit the floor hard, one hand outstretched. Her other wrist bent too sharply, trapped between her and the marble, and she felt something give way with a snapping pain.
The apple fell into her palm, heavy and solid. Despite the agony in her left wrist, Spark smiled. Quest complete.
She looked up, expecting the fey dancers to rush her, demanding their prize back. But the hall was empty. She’d beaten all three challenges and won the silver apple.
With a whimper, she sat up. She tried to wiggle the fingers of her left hand, and hot fire flashed along her nerves, making her gasp.
Great. She’d won this round—but now she had a damaged wrist, and she hadn’t finished questing through to the Dark Court. Spark tucked the apple away, then rose to her feet, bracing herself against the smooth marble wall.
Now what? The idea of facing the queen one-handed wasn’t appealing. And if Jennet and Tam were right, her wrist would be injured in the real world, too. She had to log off and get medical attention. And somehow explain how she’d ended up getting hurt.
Before she could take a step forward, the air around her whirled with golden light. Everything lurched, the walls bowing inward, then out. Spark squeezed her eyes closed, fighting the sudden nausea. Now was not the best time for the game to decide to transport her to the next level. Though she could log out there, and hopefully return to the same place when she got another chance to play.
But when would that be? Vonda wouldn’t let her sneak another session on the FullD, and then there was the little problem of her wrist. Spark doubted VirtuMax would allow her to sim until it healed—which would thrill the Terabins. No, she had to finish this now.
Biting her lip hard to distract herself from the pain, Spark opened her eyes.
 



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
“Thomas,” Aran said, ducking out of his room.
The bard looked up from the low couch and left off strumming his guitar.
“What is it?”
“I need to see the place where the game interfaces with the Realm of Faerie,” Aran said. “If you know where that is.” 
Time for him to get started on his assignment for the queen—and figure out if he could actually succeed.
Thomas plucked out a melancholy chord, then set his guitar aside and rose.
“Very well. I am honor-bound to aid you, though I like it not. Although I doubt you will be able to accomplish this task you’ve accepted so foolishly.”
Aran gave him a close look. “Since you’re the one responsible for hooking the game up to the realm in the first place, why doesn’t the queen get you to do this reverse-hacking?”
“My connection with the mortal world is broken. Even had I wanted to, I could not do this thing for her.”
“Fair enough. Don’t sound so excited about it, though.” Aran let the edge of sarcasm in his voice mask his anxiety. He still had zero idea how he was going to pull this off.
“Come,” Thomas said, holding the tent flap open. “Though I urge you to consider returning to the mortal world. You will see soon enough how impossible the queen’s request is.”
Aran followed him out into the constant night. “Maybe.”
Was the bard only helping because he was certain Aran would fail? Well, he’d prove Thomas wrong. Somehow.
They walked silently through the dark oak forest surrounding the court. When they ran out of trapped-faerie lights, Thomas raised his hand and conjured a ball of silvery-blue radiance. It reflected eerily off the branches and points of light in the bushes that looked like watching eyes.
“I don’t suppose you have any advice for me?” Aran asked. “You know, being the lead programmer and everything.”
“No.” 
Thomas did not elaborate, and Aran supposed he was lucky the bard was even helping him at all. 
Soon, the oaks were replaced by pale-barked trees with shimmering leaves. Everything was washed of color, the trees and leaves rendered in black and gray. Moonlight slanted down into a clearing ahead. At the edge of the trees, Thomas halted.
“Step into the faerie ring,” he said, pointing to the circle of mushrooms at the center of the glade. “When you reach your destination, mark well the location of the clearing, so that you may come back to this place.”
“Wait—you’re not coming?” A splinter of panic lodged in Aran’s throat.
“This is your quest, BlackWing, not mine. I shall await your return.”
A million scared questions clamored in Aran’s mind, but he refused to ask any of them. Thomas had made it clear he was on his own, and totally expected Aran to tweak it. Swallowing back his fear, he strode past the bard and into the moonlit clearing.
When he stepped into the center of the mushroom-bounded circle, a cold wind pricked his skin. The air wavered, and the wind increased, buffeting him furiously. Aran hunched his shoulders against the gusts. After a few moments the air quieted. Shaking his hair out of his face, he looked up and saw that he still stood in the center of the faerie ring. But everything else had changed.
Twilight deepened the air, the last light of sunset tipping over the horizon, and the world held more color. The moss under his feet was a deep, velvety green. The mushrooms surrounding him shone like small moons, and the pale-barked trees did, in fact, have silvery leaves.
In front of him, like a mirror image, stood another clearing. Unlike his, the late afternoon sun illuminated the rich colors of flowers surrounding the faerie ring. And the mushrooms were different, a mix of the pale ones surrounding him and bright red ones, speckled with white.
Even weirder, another clearing lay beyond that one. Sunlight streamed brightly down, making Aran squint. All the mushrooms in that ring were the red ones with white spots.
Okay. He folded his arms, unwilling to step out of his own clearing until he’d figured things out. 
He thought back to when Spark had played the demo game. The opening sequence… what had the clearing looked like? He was pretty sure the original game of Feyland had a faerie ring with both kinds of mushrooms, just like the middle clearing.
The ring surrounding him was made entirely of the moon-pale ones, and it had brought him to this place from the Dark Court. If he had to guess, he’d say the mushrooms were signposts, of a sort.
So where did the red and white ones lead? Was there yet another world tucked away behind the game’s interface?
“The Bright Court,” a high voice said.
Aran spun, his heartbeat revving. “What? Who’s there?”
“Puck, at your service.”
The sprite nimbly bounded down one of the pale branches. The branch bent under his slight weight, bringing him face to face with Aran.
“The bright what?” Aran asked, trying to get his racing pulse back under control.
“Court.” Puck gestured to the sunlit glade. “Yon gateway leads there.”
That made sense, in a tweaked, faerie-world kind of way. If it was always night in the Dark Court, then it must always be day somewhere else.
“Who’s in charge of that court?” Aran asked. “And why didn’t I end up there?”
“The Bright King rules the Bright Court. He is not as cunning as his sister, nor as schooled in the art of snares and trickery. Though, when he chooses to use it, he has power aplenty.”
Aran filed that information away to process another time. It was good to get some solid answers to his questions. As long as Puck was forthcoming, he’d keep asking.
“So, the middle clearing. Is that the way back into the real world?”
The sprite gave him a faintly disgusted look. “Real? Everything you have experienced is true, and each of the courts is as real as your own realm.”
“All right, sorry. It goes to the human world?”
“Indeed. Well puzzled, mortal.” Puck leaned forward and tweaked Aran’s nose, then catapulted back, laughing. The branch swayed as he deftly caught his balance.
“Hey!” Aran rubbed his nose. “Was that really necessary?”
The sprite ignored his question. “The center clearing is bounded by a wall, naught but a thin crack between it and the realm. Can you see the protections with your mortal eye?”
“No.” 
Aran stepped out of the circle of pale mushrooms and walked slowly toward the middle clearing, hands extended. Sure enough, where the clearings touched he encountered an invisible barrier. It was slightly rough, as though made of unpolished granite. He ran his palms over the surface, searching for the crack.
At last he found it, barely wide enough for the edge of his thumbnail.
“This is the crack that lets humans into the realm?” he asked. “I’m not sure how anyone could even fit through there.”
“’Tis a metaphor,” Puck said, in a tone that implied Aran was denser than rock.
“Why doesn’t the queen send a bunch of goblins with pry bars over here and just, you know, force it open.”
“It would not succeed. Let me show you.” 
Puck leaped from the branch, turned a somersault, and came to hover next to Aran. He lifted his hands, and greenish light spread from his long fingertips. When the light touched the wall, Aran sucked in his breath.
Lines of code encircled the center clearing. X-y scripts and commands glowed, as clearly as if they were displayed on a screen. Numbers and words and complex figures spun out, Puck’s magic spreading like a virus until the entire wall was illuminated. And it was constructed of nothing but programming.
Freaky.
Aran set his fingertip to one of the lines and flicked. The code obediently moved up, and another line took its place.
“This is it,” he breathed. “I just need a way to input.”
And he had one. He whirled to face Puck.
“Can you get me to the tent, then back here?” Aran asked. “Quickly would be good.”
The sprite looked at him, a mischievous glint in his dark eyes. “I can. Step with me into the ring, and I will take you where you need to go.”
Aran leaped back into the center of the faerie ring. He could so do this. Grab his tablet—and the dinosaur—then run some of his hacker scripts into the wall. He was certain it would work.
And when it did… he’d be completely set. He’d return to the real world with enough wealth to at last take control of his life. No more subsisting on the edge, unable to get a job, or even a date, because of his criminal record. 
Money meant freedom. Independence. The chance to finally follow his dreams, instead of living on the edges of other people’s hopes.
Exhilaration sang through his blood.
“Hurry it up.” He beckoned to the sprite, who was sauntering over the soft mosses.
Puck gave him a saucy wink, then bounded into the faerie ring. The chill wind rose, tugging at Aran’s hair and pushing at his shoulders. He huddled against it, waiting for it to end.
When it did, he blinked at their surroundings, then rounded on Puck.
“Where are we? I thought the plan was to get me back to the tent! This looks nothing like the clearing I came from.”
Instead of the dark trees and endless night, the sky overhead shone pearly gray. The clearing they stood in was large, and on one side stood a falling-down hut.
“Wait,” Puck said, holding up one long-fingered hand.
“No. Take me back, right—”
Aran broke off as a figure emerged from the building, one arm cradled close to her body. Her magenta hair was unmistakable.
“Spark?” he whispered.
What the hell was Spark doing here, in the fantastical areas of Feyland?
“She is injured,” Puck said, springing forward.
Aran didn’t hesitate. He sprinted past Puck and met Spark in front of the hut. She stood there, holding on to one of the crooked posts supporting the porch, and stared at him.
“Oh my God. Aran.” Her face, which had been pale before, lost all color.
“Are you okay?” he asked, reaching for her arm.
She flinched back. “I think I broke my wrist—but that’s not important. I came to rescue you. We have to get you out of here.”
“Me? What about you?”
She shook her head, her bright hair swinging across the pointed features of her avatar.
“Puck,” she said, turning to address the sprite. “I heard I might run into you. Thanks for the help.”
“A pleasure, milady.” Puck swept her an elaborate bow.
“How did you get here?” Aran asked her. “I thought humans couldn’t enter the realm.”
“I could ask you the same thing.” She narrowed her eyes. “As soon as we get back to the mortal world, you and I are having a serious talk. Dammit—I knew something happened when you played the Feyland demo.”
“You did?” Aran thought back. All her questions started to make sense. “Wait—is that why you kept inviting me to things? So you could pump me for information?”
He’d been an idiot. Spark wasn’t interested in him romantically, she had just wanted to know what he’d seen in-game.
“That’s not the only reason,” she said.
“Yeah, right. How did you know I was in Feyland?” 
“It’s complicated. Once we’re in our world I’ll explain. Come on.” She started across the clearing, toward the ring of mushrooms sprouting on the far side. “Puck, can you send us through?”
“I will do my best,” he said. “Though my magic is small compared to the queen’s, you hold the Elder Fey’s favor. It will be enough to take you home.”
“Whoa.” Aran halted, lifting his hands. “I’m not going back.”
“What?” Spark whirled on him, her expression fierce. “Of course you are. Do you have any idea how much danger you’re in? I’m just glad I found you before you got to the Dark Court.”
“Um.” Aran shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve already been there.”
“How did you escape?” Still holding her right arm against her chest, she grabbed him with her other hand. “Never mind. Let’s just go.”
As if to underscore her words, a long, mournful howl wavered through the air. Aran shivered at the sound.
“The hunt,” Puck said. “Quickly, mortals, to the ring!”
Aran pulled out of Spark’s grasp.
“Look—it’s nice that you came to get me and all, but I’m staying here.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“There’s nothing back in our world for me,” he said. “Nothing.”
Her eyes widened, and she took a step closer to him. “If you were to see the Dark Queen, you’d understand how dangerous—”
“I’ve seen her. In fact, I’m working for her.”
Spark stared at him, a look of disbelief on her face. The air curdled with another eerie howl, punctuated with the rumble of hoof beats.
“Now!” Puck cried, dancing about them furiously. “There is no more time to waste.”
“You’d better go.” Aran crossed his arms. “Get that wrist taken care of.”
“I can’t believe this.” She took hold of his arm again, but he yanked free.
“I said no.”
She glanced at the sky, then back to him, eyes flashing. “I’m coming back for you. Soon. You may be working for the queen, but my job is to return you to the mortal world. Whether you want to or not.”
“I choose not.”
A dark shadow swept over the clearing. Aran looked up to see a company of faerie folk mounted on black horses with fiery hooves riding across the sky. At their head rode the horned hunter, and before him dashed his flame-eyed hounds.
Spark let out a gasp and, clutching her arm against her body, sprinted for the faerie ring. As soon as she leaped into the center, Puck flung up his hands and chanted three syllables, high and chiming. Blue light flashed, and Spark was gone. 
The sprite rounded on him. “Oh, foolish, foolish choice. She braved the realm for you—indeed, bears an injury because of it—and you turned her away.”
Guilt twinged through him. Had Spark really gotten hurt because of him?
“It’s not my fault she came in here.” The words rang hollow.
“It is.” Puck shook his head sadly. “Think well on that.”
An instant later the sprite disappeared, just as the horned hunter landed in the clearing.
The hounds circled, growling at Aran. Despite the panicked pumping of his heart, he didn’t move. He was under the queen’s protection. He clutched that thought as the master of the hunt rode toward him, antlered head silhouetted against the storm-tossed sky.
“Mortal,” the hunter said, in a voice that held the echo of doom. “You have lost your way.”
“Not really. More of a detour.”
The hunter slowly turned his head to regard the faerie ring. When he looked back at Aran, his eyes were lightless pools.
“We shall escort you back to the court,” he said, reaching out a hand gloved in thick leather.
Aran hesitated, and the hunter grabbed him, quick as a snake striking. An instant later, Aran was seated behind him on the huge black horse. 
With a shrill whistle, the hunter pointed into the sky. The fey mount leaped, and Aran lurched forward, forced to take a handful of the hunter’s cloak to steady himself. It was way closer than he ever wanted to be to any of the fey folk.
A rank, feral odor surrounded him as the hounds flowed around the horses’ feet. From somewhere behind came the high keening of pipes. The wind ripped tears from the corners of his eyes. Aran glanced down to see the dark tops of the trees billowing beneath them like waves. Silver ponds blinked their still eyes as the hunt rode over, leaving shadows in their wake.
He held on, clenching his jaw as the Wild Hunt stormed across the sky like his worst nightmare made real.
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
Spark fumbled, one-handed, at her gaming helmet, and managed to yank it off. Her wrist throbbed, and she knew she had to call Vonda and get it tended to right away. All she could do for the moment, though, was sit there, half in shock.
Aran was the mortal who had stumbled into the Dark Court. Aran! And not only that, he’d gone there on purpose.
Dammit—why hadn’t she nailed him to the wall and demanded more information?
Well, and what if she had? He’d been evasive with his answers. Did she really think he would have told the truth? 
Even if he’d confessed, it wasn’t like she could have done anything, other than warn him.
Her wrist twinged. With a soft groan, she got out of the sim chair and stumbled to the hotel phone on the nightstand. It was beyond late, but she had to wake Vonda. Sinking onto the bed, she punched in her manager’s room number.
“Hello?” Vonda’s voice was groggy. “This better be an emergency.”
“It’s Spark. And yeah, you should probably call the med techs.”
“The hell?” Vonda sounded suddenly wide awake. “I’ll be right there.”
Spark unlocked the door, then sat on the bed, waiting. She felt wretched, inside and out. Her first assignment as a Feyguard, and so far she was failing miserably. How could she rescue Aran if he refused to leave the realm? But how could she let him remain there, in such danger?
As soon as she got her wrist fixed up, she had to talk to Jennet and figure out what to do next.
Vonda burst into the room and hurried over to the bed.
“No blood,” she said, after looking Spark over with a critical gaze. “What happened?”
“My wrist.” Spark held it out, then winced when Vonda touched her.
“Aw, damn. Can you wiggle your fingers?”
She tried, and this time was able to manage a little motion, though the pain that followed made her gasp.
“I’m getting you some ice and aspirin, and pulling the FullD out of here. No way are you playing more tonight on an injury. The med techs should be here soon.”
“Okay.” Though things were so far from okay she wanted to scream.
When Vonda returned, Spark pressed the ice-filled towel against her wrist and tried to breathe normally. She watched, heart sinking even further, as the VirtuMax crew took the sim-system out. There went her last chance to get into Feyland.
She had to come up with another plan, and fast. The longer Aran spent in the realm, the more danger he’d be in of being trapped there forever. Even if he didn’t know it, she did.
Outside, she heard sirens approaching. They cut off, and a few minutes later she was surrounded by med techs taking her vitals and examining her wrist. They stuck her arm in a portable scanner, then clustered around the readout.
“It’s a grade two sprain,” one of them announced. “Not broken.”
Spark let out her breath. The painkillers were starting to kick in, too, and she leaned back against the mounded pillows.
“What does that mean?” she asked. “I don’t have to get a cast or anything, right? How soon until I can play again?”
“Gamers.” Vonda shook her head.
“Young lady.” The head tech, a guy with reddish hair, gave her a stern look. “You have to give yourself time to heal. Ice regularly, take anti-inflammatories, and wear a splint, especially when you sleep. With the right care, you’ll be functioning normally again in a few weeks.”
“A few weeks?” She turned to Vonda. “I can’t sit around that long! I’m working, and we have a system to debut.”
Vonda firmed her lips. “We’ll deal with it, Spark. Now shut up and get some rest.”
Despite the harsh words, Spark was reassured. Vonda would let her try playing—that was what “we’ll deal with it” meant. Maybe she could fit her splinted hand into an oversized glove. Or even play one-handed.
“Good advice,” the med tech said. “We’ll let your manager take care of the details of paperwork and prescriptions. If you’ll step outside, ma’am?”
Vonda looked a little sour at being called ma’am. Before she followed the man out, she set her hand on Spark’s forehead.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll work this out.”
Spark could only hope.
 

 
Aran stormed into the tent. He wished it had a real door, one he could slam. Or a hard floor to stomp over instead of the lush carpets. Anger was a bright flame, covering the guilt gnawing at him. 
“And he yet remains in the realm? This is disastrous.” Thomas broke off as Aran entered.
“You!” Aran pointed at Puck, who hovered cross-legged several feet in the air, drinking a cup of tea. “You tricked me, with your faerie-ring switcheroo. Taking me to Spark, when you were supposed to bring me back here.”
“I only spoke true words,” the sprite replied. “You parsed the meaning incorrectly. ’Twas no trickery, but a sidestep.”
Aran scowled and turned to Thomas. Arguing with Puck was a useless activity.
“Do you know a girl named Spark?” he asked.
Thomas tilted his head and studied Aran for a long moment. Then he sighed and went to the table.
“Tea?” he asked.
“As long as you’re serving up some answers, too.”
“I will reveal what little I may. Understand, I walk a difficult path between my loyalty to the queen and the remnants of my mortal heart.”
 “Just tell me about Spark.” Aran took an impatient swig of tea. There were lies upon lies here, and he was sick of being tangled in the middle.
“She is one of the Feyguard,” Thomas said.
“No idea what that means.” Though Aran could guess.
“The Feyguard are those few mortals set to watch the boundary between your world and the Realm of Faerie.”
“So she knew about Feyland all along?”
“Aye,” Puck said. “And you should have heeded her warnings.”
Aran wrapped his fingers around his cup. Thinking back to SimCon, she had warned him—in a totally oblique way. Not that it would have made any difference, even if he’d understood what she was saying.
“Why are you still here?” Thomas asked. “Spark battled her way deep into the realm to free you, sustaining injuries along the way. Puck stood ready to open the gate. Every shred of mortal sense would have you gone from the realm, and yet you remain.”
Damn right he’d stayed—mostly out of pride, and stubbornness, and the burning desire to fit somewhere. And the pure thrill of unlocking the puzzle of code. He was close on that one. Not to mention the reward.
Aran drained the last of his tea and set the cup on the table. “Even if it’s dangerous here, at least I’m doing something. Helping the magic.”
“The magic needs no assistance from you,” Thomas said. “The queen has more than enough power at her command.”
“Fine, then. Send me back.” Aran folded his arms, betting on the fact the bard couldn’t directly cross the queen. “I’ll go.”
Thomas gave him a long, weary look. “Would that I could, but your presence here is not so easily undone. Deep magic summoned you, and only deep magic can return you to the mortal world again. You missed one chance. Pray that you do not miss another.”
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
The next morning, Spark ordered room service. She felt clumsy, and didn’t want to explain her injury. Or deal with the Terabins. As soon as her breakfast arrived, she pulled out her messager and keyed in Jennet.
:You there?: Spark sent.
A full minute later, the reply came.
:Barely. It’s two hours earlier here, you know.:
:Yeah, sorry. But I have bad news.:
:No luck getting into Feyland?: Jennet’s message appeared slowly. Clearly her fingers were slow to wake up, too.
:Oh, I got in-game no problem. I even found the person who was sucked into the Dark Realm.:
Spark paused, trying to think of how to phrase her next words. Ah, hell. Jennet was her friend. She deserved complete honesty.
:And?: Jennet prompted.
:And not only did it turn out to be the guy I met at SimCon, he’s still in the realm. I failed.: There, she’d gotten the worst of it over with.
:?! Give me a sec.: 
Spark grabbed her tea and took a big gulp, then fiddled with the bunch of grapes on the room service tray.
:Did you lose a battle with the queen?: Jennet finally asked.
:No—I didn’t fail that way. Aran simply refused to return to our world.:
:So push him into the faerie ring.:
:I was hurt.:
:What? Stop already with the epic reveals. Are you all right?: Jennet’s messages were coming quicker now. Probably Spark’s news was shaking the drowsiness right out of her head.
:It’s just a sprained wrist. Hurt a lot, though.:
:Don’t do it again.:
:Yeah, well, I don’t know when I can get back in Feyland again. Could you and Tam—:
:Of course,: Jennet sent. :Though neither of us have heard even a whisper from the Elder Fey. We’ll see if we can find your guy and pull him out.:
:He’s not my guy.: Most definitely not, after their last encounter. :Let me know. And thanks.:
:Hey, friend, it’s what we do. Right?:
:Right. See you when.:
Jennet sent a smiley wave icon in farewell.
Still tired, Spark leaned back against her pillows to finish her tea. She hoped Jennet and Tam could succeed where she’d failed. After all, they were the experts.
After picking at her breakfast, getting packed, then burning an hour watching stupid cat vids, it was time to go. Spark was careful to stay behind the Terabins as they boarded the tour bus. With one hand out of commission, she knew she’d make a tempting target. 
“Did you fall down?” Cora asked, looking at Jennet’s splint as she passed. “I know you’re uncoordinated, but I thought you at least knew how to walk.”
“She’s taking the easy way out,” Roc said, sprawling along a whole row. “Now she has an excuse for why our scores and gameplay will be so much better than hers.”
Spark felt her cheeks heat with anger, but she didn’t give them the satisfaction of a reply. Head high, she sidestepped Cora’s attempt to trip her and headed for the middle of the bus. Niteesh was already there, and Spark settled across the aisle from him.
“Nice timing on that,” he said, nodding to Spark’s splinted wrist.
“Like I sprained it on purpose.”
“No.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “But this way the Terribles can rule supreme without having to take you out. And you can still appear onstage at Bella Boingo’s concert tonight.”
“Oh joy.” The pop star’s music had never been to Spark’s taste. The singer’s fan base overlapped with hers, though, so VirtuMax had set up the special guest appearance.
Originally, Spark was scheduled to run a quick demo on the FullD, but her injury made that impossible. Vonda had scrambled and arranged for footage of Spark’s SimCon demo to be shown instead.
“I know why you sprained it.” Niteesh flashed her a smile. “You won’t have to sign autographs.”
“I’m right-handed, goof.” She rolled her eyes at him. “Still, it feels like a cheat, just to show up and do nothing at the concert.”
“Nah. Your fans want to see you. That’s enough.”
“Well, that and the extra VirtuMax swag the company will be handing out.” She yawned. The swaying of the tour bus, on top of her pain meds, was making her groggy.
“Here.” Niteesh handed her a pillow. “I’ll wake you up when we get to the next hotel.”
Spark tucked the pillow under her head and tried to get comfortable. Impatience and worry beat through her, throbbing in time with her wrist.
Jennet hadn’t messaged her back yet, and the taste of failure was bitter ash on her tongue. Some Feyguard she’d turned out to be. She dozed as the bus flashed through quiet towns and winter-bare fields. 
Niteesh’s hand on her shoulder roused her from fragmented dreaming.
“We’re almost there,” he said. “Hotel sweet hotel.”
She sat up and rubbed her blurry eyes.
“Hey,” she said. “Do you think you could talk Vonda into letting you have a FullD in your room, for extra practice?”
“So you can sneak onto the system?” Niteesh frowned and glanced at her wrist. “Seriously? You can’t play, Sparky. What’s the big hurry?”
“I have to try.”
“If this is about the Terribles, I don’t think you need to worry about them.” 
He glanced to the front of the bus, where it seemed Roc and Cora had been behaving themselves. Spark almost protested that the twins had nothing to do with her need to get back into Feyland. But they provided a good excuse.
“Help me, Nit. Please?”
He blew out a breath. “I’ll ask,” he said. “But no promises.”
 

 
Aran woke after sleeping for hours. In the real world, he’d call it morning, but that word didn’t belong in the Dark Realm’s unchanging darkness. He pulled on his clothes, then grabbed his tablet. The dinosaur was a comforting lump in his jeans pocket, though he didn’t plan on contacting the human realm today.
No, he was going to concentrate on that wall between the realms. Soon as he opened that, he could collect his reward from the queen and return to the real world a rich man.
And the first thing he planned to do was find Spark Jaxley. They had all kinds of unfinished business between them.
Without waiting for Thomas, Aran tucked his tablet under his arm and left the tent. He was pretty sure he could find his way back to the clearing Thomas had shown him yesterday. And since the queen wanted him to work on the wall, he figured the magic of the realm would help lead him there.
After one wrong turn that dead-ended in a marsh, Aran backtracked along the path and found the clearing. With a deep breath, he stepped into the mushroom ring. The wind rose around him, and he welcomed its familiar, sharp bite.
When the wind stopped buffeting him, he was even gladder to see he’d arrived at the mirror-image clearings. Slowly, he walked toward the middle clearing, one hand outstretched. He encountered the invisible wall and traced its slight curve until he felt the thin crack under his fingertips.
Time to see if he had the skills. Adrenaline rushed through him—half fear of failure, half excitement at the challenge.
He settled on the soft mosses of the clearing, the wall firmly at his back, and powered up his tablet. It flickered to life, showing the normal menu screen. Now—how to get the tablet to display the code, so that he could modify it?
After a frustrating half hour, Aran set his tablet down. Leaning forward, he rested his head against his bent knees. Nothing he tried worked. Not inputting search terms like “faerie realm computer code,” or holding his tablet flat against the wall, or even wading through the guts of the tablet’s operating system, hoping to find a new, hidden protocol.
Something was digging into his thigh. He shifted uncomfortably, then froze. Oh, he’d been an idiot. The dinosaur was the missing link. He knelt and pulled it out of his pocket. Holding his breath, he set the garish toy on top of the tablet.
The display emitted a bright flash, and for a horrible second Aran thought he’d burned it out. Then the light steadied, forming glowing lines of code marching across the screen. Yes!
Leaning over the tablet, Aran scrolled through, looking for something familiar—a chink he could slide through, a gap in the programming. At last, his vision blurry from staring at the screen, he found it.
Despite the excitement rushing through him, his fingers were steady as he typed out commands. The first two did nothing—just lay there, limp as dead worms. When he ran his third script, he felt the wall beside him shudder. Not only that, it became visible, the code revealed in glowing green rows.
That was the tactic, then: a subversion of the ENOX to PH converter on the back end. He could work with that. A tweak here, a nudge there, mapping to the underlying conversion and adding bigger parameters…
The wall shook again. Then, with a sound like a hundred china plates breaking, the crack widened a full two feet. Aran scrambled to his feet, then turned to admire his work.
The light from the middle clearing spilled through the passage, tangling with the shadows of the Dark Realm to create an intricate knotwork pattern. The air shimmered with magic, and promise.
The way to the mortal world was open.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Spark’s head throbbed in time to Bella Boingo’s latest hit. The singer’s voice reverberated through the stadium, and the thick, warm air barely felt breathable. Spark hoped the painkiller she’d taken kicked in soon, because her cue to go onstage was in twenty seconds.
The dancers hopped frenetically around the stage, and a synchronized light show flashed overhead while Bella sang. It was so loud, Spark only caught a few of the words—something about boys and candy and flying.
Bella ended the song and struck a pose, her mirrored costume throwing shards of light all over the stage, and the crowd roared. Really roared, like some hungry, devouring beast. Spark had experienced her fair share of adoration, but this was a whole new level of fame. Under Bella’s bubbly-sweet exterior, she must be tough as rocks to handle that kind of adulation night after night.
“I have such an exciting surprise for you tonight!” Bella said into her mic, once the crowd quieted a little.
Spark’s appearance wasn’t really a surprise, but hey—she could go with it. She slipped her wrist splint off and set it on a nearby table, then picked up her mic. No need to let the world know about her injury. 
“Help me welcome superstar gamer Spark Jaxley to the stage!”
The crowd went wild again as Spark strode forward into the blinding lights. She could just make out some members of the audience waving magenta light sticks in her honor, and the sight turned her smile more genuine.
She waved to the crowd, then turned her mic on and joined Bella.
“Thanks for sharing your stage with me tonight,” Spark said. “It’s a real pleasure to be here in Landover.”
Bella put her hand on Spark’s shoulder. “Thank you for emerging from the amazing world of Feyland to say hello. Speaking of which—we have some killer footage of Spark in-game. Check it out!”
The stage lights dimmed as the screens flared to life. Spark wasn’t sure she liked the implication that she was actually a character inside a game, but whatever. VirtuMax and Bella’s PR people had scripted the dialogue, and they generally knew what they were doing.
The audience screamed and applauded as highlights of Spark’s SimCon demo played. Her defeat of the basilisk got a cheer that vibrated the bones of her skull.
The vid finished, and in the split second before the stage lights came up, everything went sideways.
A mournful wail cut through the air, loud enough to bring the crowd’s cheers down to a low murmur. Spark’s breath caught in her throat as an unwilling shiver raced over her skin. The call of the Wild Hunt! She looked wildly around for a weapon. The nearest thing was a backup singer’s mic stand.
Spark ripped the mic off the stand, handed it to the startled singer, then took up a position next to Bella. Despite the hot twinges of pain in her wrist, Spark hefted the stand, holding it crosswise like a staff. 
The air in the center of the stadium roiled, forming an unearthly ball of light. It hung, suspended in the middle of the vast space. Then red-eyed hounds emerged from the sickly glow. Baying, they lunged forward through the thin air, heading straight for the stage. Behind them, mounted on horses with flaming hooves, came the rest of the hunt: elfin lords and fey creatures, their terrible beauty almost too much for mortal eyes. And towering above them all, the antlers of the huntsman. Spark gulped in a breath of sweaty air.
Thing had just gotten very, very serious.
“What’s going on?” Bella asked, keeping her mic off. “Is this some kind of VirtuMax special effect?”
“Get ready to fight,” Spark said. There wasn’t time to explain.
The first hound reached the stage. Spark swung at it, using the heavy base of the mic stand for momentum. She connected, and the hound went flying. Beside her, Bella kicked out, her high-heeled boots surprisingly effective.
The rest of the band got into the action as hounds swarmed the stage. The musicians and dancers were laughing and shouting, bashing away with mic stands. They had no idea it wasn’t a VirtuMax special effects show, but something far more dangerous.
Floating in midair, the huntsman watched from the center of the stadium, his eyes black pools. He raised his ivory horn to his lips and blew a sharp blast. The hounds turned and ran back to their master, and the audience went into a frenzy of clapping and cheering. Damn—they all thought it was part of the performance.
Spark’s breath came in quick bursts, and she set down the heavy stand. The fingers of her left hand were numb, and she hoped she hadn’t damaged herself beyond repair.
The huntsman gestured, and this time the riders of the hunt galloped across the air. Instead of targeting the stage, they began to fan out over the audience, pale hands outstretched. Fear spiked through her. They were looking for humans to harvest and take back into the realm. There was no way she could stop them, not by herself.
“No!” Spark yelled. “Elder Fey, help!”
A thunderclap shook the dome, and the Wild Hunt halted, some mere inches from their intended victims. From the darkness at the roof of the stadium, a dim form took shape. Winged and ancient, outlined in eerie purple light, the creature spoke.
*Cease,* it said—though it was more like a voice sounding through her bones than any word said aloud.
“Our prey,” the huntsman said, his voice the shadows of deep night.
*No. Begone.* The Elder Fey clapped its wings together, sending a blast of wind screaming through the stadium.
Spark closed her eyes against that fierce gust. When she opened them again, the Wild Hunt was gone—the last hound leaping through the portal. The glowing ball of light shrank to a pinpoint, then winked out.
The audience went mad—jumping to their feet and shouting until the stage vibrated. Beneath that surge of sound, the creature spoke to Spark.
*The way between this word and the realm is open, Feyguard. You must close it.* As suddenly as it had appeared, the Elder Fey was gone.
Somebody at the light board was quick-witted enough to bring up the flashing stage lights. Bella’s drummer laid down a beat, and her rhythm guitar player started strumming along.
“Nice show,” the singer said to Spark. “VirtuMax has some prime special effects.”
“Yeah.” Spark hung on to the mic stand, suddenly dizzy.
“Thanks for coming,” Bella said, then flicked her mic back on. “Let’s give Spark and the whole VirtuMax crew a Bella Boingo wave!”
The singer lifted her arms high overhead, then brought them down. Most of the stadium followed her action, the glow sticks and illuminated messagers flashing in a river of light.
Spark waved goodbye, careful not to move her left arm. Keeping her head high, she strode off the stage as Bella segued into the next song on her set list.
For all everyone knew, VirtuMax had just put on an incredible holographic show. Spark swayed, lightheaded and sick. She had to get that gateway closed.
 

 
“You did what?” Thomas shouted—actually shouted—and jumped up from the table, spilling his cup of tea.
Aran took a step back toward the tent door.
“I reverse-hacked the wall between the realm and the human world. Just like the queen asked me to. Now, will you come with me or should I go talk to her by myself?”
Even though he’d been successful, the Dark Queen scared Aran. He’d rather have someone else along when he went to demand his reward. Although Thomas wasn’t exactly being supportive.
The bard’s eyes flashed with anger and he clenched his fingers into fists, then uncurled them, over and over.
“You stupid, stupid boy. The mortal world is completely unprepared for the havoc the fey folk will wreak. Oh, had I but known—”
“What, you would have disobeyed your ruler? I doubt it. Look, the queen said that without access to humans, the realm would die. I couldn’t let that happen.” 
Aran tried to ignore the sick clench in his gut at Thomas’s reaction.
“Did you not see the crack in the wall?” Thomas set a fist to his forehead. “I should have spoken sooner, but I never dreamed you would succeed in such folly—or that Spark would fail to remove you from the realm. There is still time to undo the damage. Repair the break, BlackWing.”
“It can’t be that bad.”
He couldn’t close the gateway back up. For one thing, he needed the money and had won it fairly, and for the other, he didn’t want to contemplate what the queen would do to him if he backtracked and denied her.
“You must close it.” Thomas’s voice was strained. “The queen and her court are dangerous. If allowed to enter the mortal realm unchecked, they will cause utter mayhem.”
“According to you, they already have access. And there’s a police force at the ready, right? The Feyguard can handle it. Now, I’m going to collect my reward, before the queen changes her mind.”
He was beyond ready to get out of the Dark Realm and its treacherous loyalties.
On the way out, he grabbed his black cloak from its peg beside the door. He wasn’t changing into court finery, but it wouldn’t hurt to wear the cloak over his jeans and T-shirt. Plus it had a wide inner pocket big enough to carry his tablet.
“I will accompany you,” Thomas said, his voice cold.
The bard’s stride was stiff with reproach as he accompanied Aran to the clearing of the Dark Court. Still, Aran would far prefer to have the bard angry at him than the Dark Queen. Thomas wanted him to renege on his deal, but no way did the bard have enough power to protect Aran from the queen. 
The purple bonfire flared up as they passed, and the noise of the feasting revelers seemed louder than usual. Harsh and chiming laughter filled the air, underscored by the sound of a furious reel played on fiddle and drum.
The queen reclined upon her throne, her face lit with a terrible mirth. 
“Well done, mortal,” she cried, beckoning to Aran with her sharp-nailed fingers. “You have saved my realm.”
“Your majesty.” Aran performed his court bow, complete with the cloak swirl at the end. 
Half of him was proud, but the other half wondered if he’d made a mistake. Thomas’s reaction pointed to the second. Aran swallowed. He’d get his treasure and duck out of there. Whatever other issues were going on were the Dark Court’s to deal with.
“Come closer,” the queen said.
He took a step toward the throne.
“Closer,” she said again.
Heart racing, Aran walked the three steps to the foot of the throne. The Dark Queen reached one hand and gently ran her nails down his cheek. Her eyes were full of endless midnight.
“Such a pretty one,” she said. “A pity I have to let you go.”
“Yeah. You do have to let me go. And pay me.” Aran forced the words out, trying to keep himself from falling into the queen’s fathomless eyes.
She laughed, the sound like ice shattering on a frozen lake.
“Ladyslipper, bring his reward,” she said.
One of the pale faerie maidens left her place beside the throne. She carried a black velvet sack in her hands, and wordlessly offered it to Aran.
He took it, surprised at its weight. Anticipation firing his fingers, he wrenched open the mouth of the sack, and saw the glint of gold inside. Oh yeah. He was going to be set.
“Many thanks, my lady,” he said, bowing again to the queen. “It was a pleasure working for you.”
“The pleasure was entirely ours, mortal,” she said, her expression filled with secret amusement. “I presume you wish to return to your world now?”
“Wait.” Thomas stepped forward. “BlackWing must remain in the realm. What if something goes awry with the gateway?
The look the Dark Queen gave her bard made Aran shiver.
“Methinks there is more danger of that should the boy stay,” she said, her voice treacherously soft. “The gateway is precisely as it needs to be, and you will meddle no more, Bard Thomas.”
Thomas hung his head, weary defeat in the stoop of his shoulders.
“I’m ready to go home,” Aran said.
The bard glanced up at his words. “Safely home,” he said.
“Right.” Aran said. “I’d like to be safely returned to my world.”
The queen’s mouth twitched with displeasure, and he wondered what fate Thomas had just helped him avoid. He tried to catch the bard’s eye in thanks, but Thomas refused to look at him. Fine. It wasn’t as if they’d become fast friends or anything.
“Fare thee well, BlackWing,” the Dark Queen said.
“I’m counting on it,” he said, hefting the sack and hearing the satisfying clink of coins.
The queen lifted her hands and frigid blue light streamed from her palms. She gestured, and the light enveloped Aran. It swirled about him like a blizzard. He caught a few last glimpses of the Dark Court whirling past, and then doubled over in pain as an icy knife stabbed him in the gut.
He fell to his knees, gasping, one hand going to his stomach, the other clasped tight about his reward. Had she tried to kill him?
The cold light faded, leaving Aran in darkness. Where the hell was he? He rubbed his shirt, and didn’t feel any blood or injury. Pain had been the queen’s parting gift.
Slowly, he took a ragged breath and tasted a familiar, musty scent on the back of his tongue. He fumbled in the cloak’s pocket and pulled out his tablet. Flicked it on.
The screen light illuminated the lumpy couch in the Chowneys’ garage, the scabby walls and stained concrete. Relief flared through him, and he sat back on his heels. He was back in the real world.
Right behind the relief came sheer, bone-numbing exhaustion. Aran nudged the gold-filled sack under the couch, then powered off his tablet, wrapped the cloak tightly around him, and barely made it horizontal before his eyes closed and he crashed into sleep. 
 

 
The second she got back to the hotel from the concert, Spark hurried through the quiet halls and rapped on Niteesh’s door. She figured he’d still be up, watching mindless vids. The late-night hush was punctuated by faint snores, and the hallway smelled like bleach and perfume, the same as a million other hotels. Even the carpeting was one of about five different variations—this one in gold and red.
Niteesh cracked the door, then opened it all the way when he saw who it was.
“Sparky! Come in.”
She slipped inside and scanned his room, her stomach falling when she saw it was empty of a FullD system.
“No luck getting some extra sim time?” she asked.
“Vonda said we could sim tomorrow, since it’s an off-duty day. I guess everybody’s been asking to play more, so she’s planning to take over one of the hotel’s conference rooms and hook up a bunch of systems in the morning.”
“Oh. Great.”
That meant the only FullD systems around were locked in the VirtuMax trailer. Even if she could break in, she’d have to figure out a power source.
“Everything okay?” Niteesh peered at her, his dark eyes full of concern.
“Yeah. The concert was loud, and my wrist hurts.” 
Both true. And even if part of her wanted to take Niteesh into her confidence, she couldn’t pull him into that kind of trouble.
“Then why are you here? Take some meds and get some sleep.”
“Yes, Dr. Singh. Whatever you say.”
Niteesh stuck his tongue out at her. “See you in the morning.”
She ruffled his black curls—a move calculated to annoy and distract him. “Don’t stay up too late, yourself.”
He batted her hand away and pointed to the door.
“Okay, I’m going.” Despite her bleak mood, Niteesh always managed to make her smile. “Night, you.”
She waited in the hallway until she heard the lock slide home. Then, instead of heading to her room, she went out the hotel’s back exit.
It was cold in the parking lot, the night illuminated by orange street lights. Spark shivered and looked up, but there was nothing unearthly in the sky—just city-lit clouds with streaks of darkness behind.
She circled the trailer housing the FullD systems, and yanked on the loading door’s handle a few times.
“Everything all right?”
Spark spun around, heartbeat banging in her throat. “Burt! You scared me.”
Her head of security frowned. “What’s going on, Miss Jaxley? You meeting someone?”
“No.” She gave him a weak smile. “I just... Well.”
There really was no explanation. 
Burt waited a few moments, then nodded to the hotel. “Best we go inside. It’s late.”
It was—far too late. And clearly she wasn’t going to be able to get onto a sim system tonight. One of the other Feyguard would have to. 
She hurried back to her room, said a terse good night to Burt, then powered on her messager. Her wrist zinged her with pain bolts every time she moved it. Gritting her teeth, she sat on her bed and sent messages to both Tam and Jennet.
One minute passed. Then five. Why couldn’t she reach them?
A strange shadow passed in front of her window. Hear pounding, she went and peeked through the curtains, but nothing was there. Nothing she could see, anyway.
Swallowing back the sting of fear, she tried Jennet and Tam again, then keyed in a third number. Roy Lassiter’s contact.
:Hi Roy, you awake?:
:Hey there, beautiful! Missing me?: He sent a wink icon.
She let out a sigh of relief. At least one of the Feyguard was reachable. She really hadn’t wanted to call Jennet’s dad in the middle of the night, though she would have if nobody else had answered.
:There’s a problem with Feyland,: she sent, :and I don’t have FullD access right now. The barrier between our world and the realm has been breached. Could you go in and check it out?:
:Whoa.: 
Roy went silent for a long moment. She could almost hear him mentally switching gears.
:Okay,: he sent, :I’ll head in-game now. Stand by.:
:Be careful.:
:Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon.:
Spark chewed her thumbnail and tried not to imagine everything that could go wrong. So much already had.
Somehow, in that one demo session, Aran had been marked by the Dark Queen. Spark didn’t know how he’d gotten back into Feyland, or what kind of promises the queen made him, but it was clear he’d done the worst thing imaginable. He’d reopened the gateway—the one she and the rest of the beta team had worked so hard to keep closed.
How had he done it? And why?
Dammit, she needed to get into Feyland and track him down. This time she’d knock him over the head and drag him back to the mortal world if he didn’t come of his own free will.
Despite the anxiety pulsing through her, Spark yawned. It was getting late, and the pain meds were making her sleepy. She made herself stand up and walk. Keep the blood moving. 
After what felt like years, her messager pinged.
:Bad news,: Roy sent. :You’re right—the gate to the Dark Realm is wide open. It’s the first thing you see after logging on.:
:You couldn’t close it?: Worry squeezed her lungs.
:Believe me, I tried, but there’s no obvious way. Force and spells don’t work.:
:Maybe it needs more than one person.: She wanted to scream with frustration.
:Have you tried any of the others?:
:Tam and Jennet aren’t answering.:
:I could make a bad joke here, but I’m refraining.: Roy sent.
:Good.:
: Look, I’ll get Zeg in-game with me. We’ll see what we can do.:
:Message me when you get out. I don’t care what time that is.: 
:Will do. Sweet dreams.: Roy signed out.
She felt dizzy with exhaustion. Rubbing her eyes, she sat on the bed, just for a minute. She had to keep trying to reach the others. She had to figure out how to get Aran out. And she refused to think about what fey mischief could even now be creeping out into the world.
Spark shivered, wishing she could go back and change everything—starting with the day she’d met Aran.
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
Aran woke with a crick in his neck from sleeping awkwardly on the lumpy couch. Early morning light smudged the windows, and a strange feeling of contentment hummed through him. It took a minute to remember why.
Right—his treasure.
Smiling, he reached under the couch and fished around for the velvet bag. His smile faded as he pulled it out. It wasn’t heavy, like it should be, and it rustled instead of clinking. Throat dry, he sat up and opened the bag. No gold coins winked up at him. There was nothing inside except handfuls of dry brown leaves.
Leaves! What the hell? He pawed through, hoping that somehow the coins were still there, hidden at the bottom. But they weren’t.
Somebody had robbed him—snuck into the garage while he slept and stolen his gold. He sprang to his feet and checked the door. The deadbolt was still in place. Turning, he inspected the windows. Locked and intact.
Even though part of him insisted one of the Chowneys had done it, another part knew better. Who would painstakingly replace each coin with a dead leaf? Nobody. Nobody human, anyway.
Those damn faeries had stolen back his reward.
Aran paced the chilly cement floor. He couldn’t just storm into the Dark Court and demand his coins. The queen would laugh at him, and maybe trap him there for real this time. Unless he had a bargaining point. 
Fine. He’d close the wall back up, and if they wanted it open again they’d have to pay in real money. The non-disappearing kind.
But to put that plan into action, he needed to get on a FullD system.
Aran ran one hand through his hair. First thing was to talk to Bix. He glanced out the windows at the pearly sky. It would be good to see the sun again.
Quietly, he slipped out of the garage and snuck over to Bix’s window. The pebble pile he’d made under the bushes was still there. Aran flicked one at his friend’s window. The stone hit the glass with a little tink. Two more pebbles, and then Bix appeared, shoving the curtains aside. He slid the window up.
“Aran—you’re back. Short trip, huh?”
“I’ll explain later. Listen, do you have your FullD yet?”
Bix scrubbed a hand over his sleepy face. “It won’t be delivered for another two days. Two days! That is so tweaked.”
Aran folded his arms against the cold. So much for that plan. He could try to break into a gaming store—but that was too risky.
“I’m freezing my ass off here,” Bix said. “See you in the garage in a few.”
He closed the window, and Aran snuck back to the garage, his brain spinning. How could he get access to a live FullD system?
Spark. 
She would help him; she had to. And if he remembered right, her tour brought her back near the city. He grabbed his tablet and found the site showing her itinerary. The VirtuMax tour was due to hit Readle, which was only a hundred miles away. What day was it, anyway? He scrolled up to check the date, then let the air out from between his teeth in a frustrated hiss. The tour wouldn’t be in Readle until tomorrow.
The itinerary glowed up at him and Aran read it again, not skimming it this time. Last night Spark had made an appearance at Bella Boingo’s concert in Landover.
He tapped his fingers on the screen, thinking. The concert hadn’t started until nine. The VirtuMax tour had probably stayed the night there—and might even spend the day. He had to get to Landover. Ninety miles, in the opposite direction from Readle. If he was wrong, there wouldn’t be time to backtrack.
Although… He brought up the lists of the top hotels in Landover. If he could reverse-hack a magic portal, cracking a hotel’s guest list would be no problem.
The garage door opened, letting in a cold blast of air, and Aran set his tablet aside.
“Dude.” Bix shut the door behind him and ambled over to the couch. “Where you been, anyway? And what’s this?”
He picked up the velvet bag and pulled out a handful of leaves. A few drifted down to lie on the garage floor.
“That’s stupidity,” Aran said. “I can’t explain now, but I have a huge favor to ask.”
“Whatever you need.” Bix stuffed the leaves back into the bag and sat down.
“Could I borrow your grav-cycle for a couple days? And some cash.”
Bix blinked at him with sleepy eyes. Then he frowned. “If my parents found out—”
“Okay, not the bike.” Aran knew that was asking too much. “But I need bus money to Landover.”
“No,” Bix said.
Aran’s gut clenched. “I thought you—”
“You’re not riding the bus all that way. Whatever’s going on, I trust you. I’ll figure out what to tell my parents. Hold on while I get the keys.”
Swallowing past the sudden lump in his throat, Aran punched Bix lightly on the shoulder.
“I don’t deserve friends like you,” he said.
“Yeah, well, you’ll have to settle for me anyway.” Bix grinned. “Whatever adventure you’re on, though, you gotta tell me all about it when you’re done.”
“I will.” Aran put every ounce of truth behind his words.
Even if Bix wouldn’t believe him.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
Arguing voices in the hall outside her door woke Spark. She blinked at the dim light struggling through the curtains, her brain fuzzy. Then memory of what happened last night crashed over her. 
She lunged for her messager, heart sinking when she saw the blank screen.
Whoever was in the hall, they were getting louder. And they kept saying her name. Scooping her hair out of her face, she went to the door and looked out the peephole.
Disbelief flashed through her, cold, then hot. She undid the locks and flung her door open.
“Aran!” It was him.
“Miss Jaxley.” Her security guard, Joe, had Aran by the arm. “Sorry to disturb you. I was just escorting Mr. Cole out. Burt instructed us he wasn’t welcome.”
“Wait,” she said. “I want to talk to him.”
“You do?” Joe’s look of confusion was almost funny.
“Yes,” she said.
“I told you so.” Aran pulled free of Joe’s grasp and tugged his leather jacket back into place. “Can I come in?”
Spark stepped back and held the door wider. She knew she looked terrible, with her sleep-tangled hair and slept-in clothes, but that didn’t matter. When Joe started to follow Aran into her room, she held up her hand.
“Just him,” she said.
“But Miss Jaxley—”
“He’s safe. And you can check back in a half hour, okay? Aran and I need to talk. Alone.”
“Burt’s going to kill me,” Joe said.
“Tell Burt I insisted. Since that’s exactly what I’m doing. Bye.” She shut the door in his face, then locked it.
Slowly, she turned. Yes, Aran really stood there, hands in his pockets. She wanted to hug him. She wanted to slap him. She wanted to shake him until his teeth rattled.
Instead she folded her arms, wincing as she jarred her wrist.
“Are you okay?” He was suddenly way too close, setting one gentle finger on her splint. “Is this… did you get injured in-game?”
“Yep. No thanks to you.”
His eyes widened with horror. “Oh, crap. I am so sorry. I didn’t know—”
“It’s just sprained. Though, yes, if you get injured in the realm, it carries over to the real world.” She brushed past him, going to one of the two chairs set at the far end of the room. “Tell me how you escaped the Dark Realm. And what happened to the gateway between the worlds.”
“Ah.” He looked down at the floor, then back to her. “I screwed up, and I need your help.”
“Now you’re asking for my help?” Anger flared through her, and she was wide awake. “After our little encounter in-game, why would you even think I’d lift a finger for you? You managed to get out of the realm. I’d say you’re doing fine on your own.”
He sat in the other chair and rested his forearms on his knees.
“Ever hear of gold coins turning to leaves?” he asked.
“Faerie gold. Dammit, Aran. What happened?”
He let out a long breath, his dark eyes haunted. “I thought I’d finally be set. Do what the queen asked, open the gateway, get my reward, and be done.”
“And it never occurred to you that the gateway was closed for a reason?”
“I…” He shook his head. “I didn’t think too hard about it. It was a puzzle to crack. That’s all.”
She stood, fury whipping through her. “Let me tell you then. Last night, at Bella Boingo’s concert, the Wild Hunt materialized. In our world. Do you know what that means?”
He sucked in a breath. “Oh, hell. We have to close that gate.”
“How could you be so stupid?” She shook her fist in his face, then whirled away. 
She’d never wanted to actually attack someone, until now. Mastering her fury, she stalked the length of the room, then back. Aran watched her, his shoulders bent in what had better be remorse. 
“We need to get into Feyland now and fix this,” she said. “You can fix it, right?”
“Yeah. I think.”
“Stay there.” She pointed at him, then grabbed some fresh clothes and went into the bathroom. As soon as she was dressed and somewhat groomed, she messaged Vonda.
:Come to my room, please? It’s urgent.:
:Be right there.:
Bless Vonda for not asking questions.
Spark emerged from the bathroom to see Aran still in his chair. He was turning the pink stone around between his fingers, the one he’d given her. The one that, despite herself, she put on the bedside table each night in order to feel a little less lonely.
She was still so mad at him she could spit. 
“Give that back.”
She didn’t wait for him to hand the stone over, just snatched it from him and put it in her pocket.
“We’re about to have a visitor,” she said. “Keep your mouth shut, all right?”
“Got it.”
At least he knew better than to push her with questions. Spark pulled the cover up over the rumpled sheets of her bed, then went to the door. Before Vonda could knock, Spark opened it and gestured her inside. Across the hall, Joe watched from the open door of his own room, but made no move to come in. Smart guy.
“Whoa.” Vonda halted in the middle of the room. “What’s he doing here?”
She cast a suspicious glance at the bed, then back at Aran, and Spark hurried to answer.
“He arrived a few minutes ago, that’s all. We need to use a couple of the FullD systems, just the two of us. I can’t explain—but trust me, it’s important.”
“What about your wrist?” Vonda set her hands on her hips. “This is not okay.”
“I know. But we have to do it now. Please.” Spark went up to her manager, hoping Vonda could read the truth in her eyes.
Vonda studied her face, then exhaled sharply through her nostrils. “I don’t know what you’ve gotten into, but I can give you an hour. One hour, that’s it.”
“Thank you.”
“I bet you haven’t eaten breakfast.” 
“Not yet, but—”
“Whatever’s going on, you need to eat. Raid the room’s snack bar.” Vonda held up her hand. “Don’t argue. You’re the only one who never touches it. Niteesh decimates his, and the Terabins always eat the most expensive stuff.”
“Okay then.” 
Spark opened the hotel fridge and pulled out a couple of nut-packed candy bars and cans of soda. However Aran had gotten there, she’d bet he hadn’t stopped for a hearty meal along the way.
“I’ll let you into the conference room where we’ve set up the systems,” Vonda said. “And I’ll tell the others not to barge in. But when your time’s up, we talk.”
She glared at Aran, then swung back to Spark.
“Right,” Spark said. She tossed a bar and a can of soda to Aran. “Let’s go.”  
 

 
Aran silently followed Spark and her manager to the conference room with the FullD set-ups. On the way, he ate the candy bar and chugged the soda, grateful for the sugar rush clearing his head. It still wasn’t enough to wash away the guilt.
This was going to be tricky, in more ways than one.
He had to fix the code without giving away the fact he’d been trying to hack Feyland all along, try to get Spark to forgive him, and—hardest of all—escape the wrath of the Dark Queen.
He geared up while Spark argued with Vonda about wearing an oversized gaming glove. They sorted it out, and soon Spark was ready. She gave him a sharp nod, and he logged in, sending his avatar into Feyland.
Golden light swirled around him, making his stomach churn. He clenched his teeth against the sensation, and a moment later his Saboteur materialized in a faerie-ringed clearing full of shadows.
Spark’s Kitsune flickered into being beside him.
“Good,” she said. “We’re in the right place. I wasn’t sure this would work.”
“Meaning?”
“I’ve already fought through two of the game levels, so we’re getting close to the Dark Court. This place,” she swept her arm out, “has the right mushrooms, and it’s night.”
He looked up at the dark blue sky speckled with stars. “Night, but not midnight. No moon.”
“Yet.”
She cupped her hands, and a second later held a glowing ball of flame. It rose into the air to hover a few inches above her head, casting a reddish illumination over their surroundings.
“Now.” She turned to face him, her expression stern. “What did you do to open the gateway, and can we fix it from here?”
He glanced around the clearing. The place was completely unfamiliar. No mirror images, no wall of code. At least, he didn’t think so. He went forward a few paces, hand outstretched, stepping over the pale mushrooms to the path leading between dark trees. His questing fingers met no resistance.
“Can’t do it from here,” he said. “We need to get closer to the court.”
“Great. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”
“Good thing you’re with me.” His weak smile faded under her narrow-eyed stare.
“Come on.” She started down the path, the ball of flame bobbing overhead. “And don’t do anything stupid. More stupid than you already have, that is.”
“Wait.” He caught up to her and took her arm. “I get it. I totally screwed up. Believe me, I feel like crap about it, and I’m trying to make amends here. So you can quit riding me.”
She stared at him a minute, and then her gaze dropped to the leaf-strewn path beneath their feet.
“It’s not just you I’m riding,” she said. “I failed. If I’d pulled you out earlier, when I saw you in-game, none of this would have happened.”
“I wouldn’t have come. Stop it.” He held up a hand as she started to speak again. “You were hurt, the hunt was on your trail, and I honestly don’t think you had the time to fight me into submission and drag me back, one-handed, to the mortal world.”
She pulled a breath in through her nose, then let it out. “Fine. We’re not done with this, but for right now let’s focus on closing that gateway.”
The night forest rustled with strange noises as they continued along the path, and Spark’s ball of fire made the trees loom ominously. Shadows flickered over the trunks, and Aran set his hand to his long-knife, senses on full alert.
“Halt!” A figure leaped onto the path, blocking their way. “You may not pass.”
Firelight shone off his sword and the burnished bronze of his chest piece and helm. Aran drew his blade and called upon his skills as a Saboteur to melt into the darkness surrounding them. He stepped off the path, carefully setting his feet on the dark patches of loam and avoiding any telltale twigs. If Spark kept the guy distracted, Aran could sneak around for an unexpected killing strike.
“Stand aside,” Spark said to the armored figure. 
The attacker moved closer to her, and Aran drew his blade. No way was he going to stand by and let Spark get injured again in-game. He lifted his knife and lunged forward in a deadly strike.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
“Spark?” The warrior lowered his sword.
“Aran, stop!” Spark yelled.
Twisting, Aran managed to turn his attack away from the warrior’s neck. The blade slid down his opponent’s armored shoulder with a screech, and the warrior pivoted, swinging his sword at Aran’s head.
He ducked and pulled his second blade, heartbeat pumping urgently.
“Both of you, stand down,” Spark said, pushing between them. “You’re not enemies.”
“You sure about that?” Aran asked.
“Yes.” She nudged him away from the warrior. “Aran, meet Roy.”
The warrior pulled off his helmet, revealing ordinary human features, and studied Aran. Neither of them said hello. 
After a moment, Roy sheathed his sword and turned to Spark. “I was wondering when you’d make it in-game.”
“You’ve been here all night?” Spark asked. “You must be exhausted.”
“I’m fine.” Roy shrugged, but Aran was sure he was lying. “I said I’d message you when I got out. What, you think I forgot?”
Aran shot a glance at Spark. This guy had her private number? He shoved down the hot stab of jealousy. After all, he had no claim on her—in fact, had blown his chances pretty spectacularly. Even if she did keep the rock he’d given her on her nightstand. 
“What’s going on?” he asked.
She turned to him, her magenta hair extra red in the firelight. 
“Put your knife away,” she said. “Roy is one of the Feyguard. And he’s been doing his job of protecting the border.”
“Spark, I know why you’re here,” Roy said, then tipped his head at Aran. “But what about him?”
“Aran’s going to help me close the gate,” she said.
“He is?” Roy raised one eyebrow. “Should I be jealous?”
“No.” Her voice was firm. “You should be logging off and getting some rest. We’ll stand watch here until you get one of the other Feyguard in.”
“Zeg was here until recently. I sent him to get some rest. I can handle this.”
Aran snorted. Roy’s voice held a ragged edge, and clearly the dude was trying to play tough to impress Spark.
“Watch it, pretty-boy,” Roy said to him.
“Roy.” Spark set a hand on his arm. “Please.”
Roy’s look of resolution softened at her touch, and Aran couldn’t blame him. He’d cave, too, if Spark looked at him that way.
“Okay,” Roy said. “I’ll gather the others and send them in. Be careful.”
“Don’t worry.” Spark stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.
Not the lips. Aran filed that bit of information to ponder later.
“You better do everything you can to protect her.” Roy gave Aran one last, narrow-eyed look, then strode away toward the clearing.
“Nice guy,” Aran said, finally sheathing his blade. “Are all your friends so sweet? And what’s with the super-secret Feyguard club?”
“What do you think?” The warmth that had infused Spark’s voice left when Roy did. “Somebody has to make sure the human world is protected. No thanks to you.”
“How many are in the club?”
“Not nearly enough.” Her shoulders dipped.
“Like, a hundred?”
She shook her head. “Try seven.”
“What? That seems… inadequate.”
“It would be plenty, if not for your idiotic choice to fling the gateway wide open!”
“Shh.” Aran held up his hand. “I heard something.”
The underbrush crackled again, and he whirled, going into a fighting crouch. Two spots of brightness blinked at him, and an instant later, a familiar, tattered figure sprang onto the path.
“Puck!” Aran and Spark exclaimed at the same time.
Puck grinned at them. “I am come to offer aid.”
Aran narrowed his eyes at the sprite. He didn’t trust the little creature—not after the way he’d “helped” Aran previously.
“What did you have in mind?” Aran asked.
Puck ignored him, and floated up to hover before Spark.
“You bear an injury,” he said to her. “I shall heal it, should you desire.”
“That would be great.” She held out her left arm.
The sprite set two of his long, spindly fingers on her wrist. Greenish light flared, and Spark let out a yelp. Aran took a step forward, ready to bat Puck out of the air.
“I’m all right,” she said. “That feels much better.”
Puck gave a sharp, satisfied nod. “You are mended, across all realms. But now, ’tis past time you mortals continued on your final quest. Go! I shall guard the way.”
“I don’t think so,” Aran said.
Now that he knew how utterly serious this gap between the worlds was, he was committed to closing it—and making sure that nothing else slipped through in the meantime.
“We can trust Puck,” Spark said. “Look, he fixed my wrist, and he’s helped out before.”
“Better if we wait for one of your Feyguard buddies to show up. What if Puck lets something get through? Don’t you think having a faerie guarding the way sort of defeats the purpose?”
“We don’t have time,” she said. “Vonda only gave us an hour. We can’t waste it hanging around here, especially when someone else is volunteering.”
“Something else, you mean.”
“The lady speaks truly,” Puck said. “Even now, the Dark Court may be massing, ready to push into the human world. Quickly now.” He gestured down the pathway.
“Come on.” Spark grabbed Aran’s arm and towed him into movement.
Grimly, he followed deeper into the dark forest, hoping they hadn’t made a huge mistake by leaving the sprite in charge.
“What’s this quest Puck mentioned?” he asked, once they’d gone some distance.
“An extended questline I’m on. If I’m right, we need to find a golden apple.”
“Sounds mythic.”
She shook her head, her bright hair shining in the firelight. “No gods and goddesses in the realm. Just the fey folk—who are probably older than human history.”
The memory of the Dark Queen’s timeless, beautiful face sent a shiver down his back. He’d bet Spark was right.
Ahead, a glimmer of light shone between the trees, and the scent of wood smoke twined through the air. They hurried along the path and came to another clearing. This one held a fire in its center, and beside the fire sat a hunched figure in a gray cloak.
Aran and Spark paused at the edge of the trees, and the figure lifted her head. Long white hair spilled from her hood and framed her wizened face.
“Who comes?” she asked in a voice as thin as cobwebs.
She turned her head, seeking, and Spark leaned close to his shoulder.
“She’s blind,” she whispered, her breath a feather against his ear.
“Ah!” The old woman’s face fixed on them, her eyes blank sockets. “I hear you. Come to the fire, so my hands may learn your features.”
“Is that a good idea?” Aran whispered back.
Spark pulled her bow out. With one smooth motion, she nocked an arrow to the string. “You go. I’ll cover you. Ask her for a quest.”
Great.
Slowly, he approached the fire. The woman kept her blind eyes turned to him. Just in case, he slipped one of his knives free of its sheath.
“Now, now,” the old woman said. “No need for that. Put your blade away, young man.”
“I thought you were blind.” He halted and re-sheathed his dagger.
“Ha! My ears know what my eyes cannot see. Tell me, your companion, does she stand, weapon at the ready to defend you from such a fearsome creature as I am?” The woman cackled, shaking with laughter.
Aran glanced over his shoulder. Spark, arrow still nocked, nodded at him to keep going. When he reached the fire, the woman stilled and held out her gnarled hands.
“Let me see you,” she said.
“How about you give us a quest.” He didn’t want to go any nearer the old woman and her eyeless face.
“Favor for favor,” she said.
Gritting his teeth, he leaned forward, close enough for her to reach up and touch his face. Her fingertips felt like moth wings against his skin. 
“Aye,” she said softly. “A tarnished hero, seeking redemption. It will be within your grasp, have you the courage to seize it.”
“Okay.” Aran pulled back. “My turn. Do you have a quest for us?”
“So impatient, the young.” The woman shook her head, the firelight casting odd shadows across her face. “I could tell you more, of pasts and futures, should you linger.”
“No time for that,” Spark called.
“Sharp-eared, that one.” The old woman beckoned to Spark. “I will read your face as well, girl.”
“No, thanks. Hurry it up, Aran.”
“Very well.” The old woman pointed one twisted finger off to the right. “In yonder stream resides the creature who will lead you to what you seek—but she is a wary thing and must be coaxed forth with a hazel wand and a bright berry.”
Aran waited, but the woman said nothing more.
“That’s it?” he asked.
“It is enough.”
“Thank y—”
“Never give the fey your gratitude,” she said. “It will earn you more enmity than you could guess.”
“Okay then.”
Moved by some impulse, even knowing she couldn’t see him, Aran put his foot back and dipped into the formal court bow. A smile crossed the old woman’s face, and for a starlit moment her features were those of a beautiful young woman.
“Come on,” Spark said, beckoning.
When he rejoined her, she gave him a look. “What was that? The bowing thing.”
“Just something I picked up,” he said. “Let’s go.”
The path curved around in the direction the old woman had indicated, although when they’d first stepped into the clearing, Aran could have sworn it went the other way. Soon they left the firelight behind and the night closed in around them. An owl hooted nearby, and the wind creaked the dry branches overhead.
“Does this really have to use the soundtrack from a lame horror vid?” Aran asked. “All we need to complete the effect is—”
“A monster,” Spark said, her voice tight. “And there it is.”
Something shambled in the darkness in front of them, then lurched forward, illuminated by Spark’s fireball. It was a huge man, wrapped round with clanking chains and carrying a wickedly spiked mace. From his chain belt swung three severed heads, their dead eyes open and staring.
“Fee, fi, fo,” he said, his voice a deep rumble. “Jack smells lovely flesh and blood. Come play, my pretties.”
With a roar, he lifted his mace high overhead, then smacked it down hard on the path. The ground trembled, and Spark glanced at Aran, wide-eyed.
He shared her worry. This giant looked to be severe trouble.
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Pulling his blades, Aran melted into the shadows. He ghosted silently to one side of the path. It would be foolish to meet their adversary head-on, but the giant’s back was unprotected.
Faster than his bulk would suggest, the giant pivoted.
“I smell you!” he cried, then smashed his mace down, way too close to Aran.
He leaped clear, heart pounding. Okay, it wasn’t going to be that easy.
An arrow zinged through the air—Spark, taking advantage of the giant’s distraction to mount her own attack. Their enemy batted the arrow out of the air as if it were a crippled mosquito.
“Stings and pokes?” The giant laughed, showing huge, blackened teeth, and the heads hanging from his belt swung back and forth.
“How about this?” Spark said, holding her hand palm out toward their enemy.
She chanted a string of guttural syllables, and from her outstretched hand a wall of flame whooshed. It hit the giant and he yelled, beating at his rags as they caught fire.
Aran darted forward and sank both knives into the giant’s thigh. The neck would have been ideal, but it was above reach. Still, maybe the blow would bring the giant down.
Their enemy yelled again and swung his mace in a low, vicious swipe. Aran caught hold of the giant’s chain belt and pulled himself out of the way, grimacing as one of the severed heads brushed against him.
“Off me, pest!” the giant cried.
Too quickly—Aran really had to stop misjudging their enemy’s speed—the giant’s meaty hand lashed out and grabbed Aran by the shoulders. Damn. He twisted, bringing his blades around as his enemy lifted him high into the air.
Aran stabbed the giant’s wrist, but that only enraged him more. With a snap of his arm, he flung Aran through the air.
Trees spun past his vision and Aran desperately tried to orient himself. A trunk loomed ahead of him, and he brought up one arm to shield his face. The impact was going to break him. Dimly, he heard Spark yelling the words of another spell.
Everything slowed down, the air growing thick as honey. Aran hit the tree, the collision softened, though still incredibly painful. He bounced off the rough trunk and fell to the piney forest floor.
He sat up, head spinning, and flexed his arms and legs. Impossibly, he wasn’t injured. Spark’s spell had saved him. But now she faced the giant alone. He sprang to his feet, blinking with sudden dizziness.
The giant lurched and swiped, trying to grab onto the russet blur of Spark’s fox form. She leapt nimbly back and forth, evading the swipes of his meaty fingers.
Until the giant caught her by the tail.
“Aha! Foxkin head for my collection.”
“Spark!” Aran sprinted forward, ignoring the pain pulsing through him. 
Her figure blurred, then solidified again in her human form. The giant still held her, however, her bright hair clenched between his massive fingers. With his other hand, he drew a thin, sharp blade.
“My best prize yet,” he crowed. “The pretty, pretty hair.”
Something glinted in Spark’s hand. Her dagger—but it was useless against the giant. She wrenched around, but she didn’t stab their enemy. Instead, she sliced at the top of her head.
Brilliant girl. She was cutting herself free. And the giant was now low enough that Aran could do some serious damage. Without slowing, he raced to the giant’s knee, then vaulted up onto his arm and plunged his knives into their enemy’s chest.
The giant swung his blade across Spark’s neck, but she had shorn off enough of her hair to squirm free. The giant’s slice did the rest, and he was left holding nothing but a fistful of magenta.
“Aargh!” he cried, then dropped the hair.
As Spark scrambled back, Aran stabbed the giant again. A moment later, one of her arrows whizzed through the air, hitting their enemy in the neck.
With a slow groan, the giant toppled.
Aran sprang free, knives at the ready. His breath rasped harshly through his throat, the sound nearly drowned out by the giant’s death moans. Beside Aran, Spark nocked another arrow.
“I think we got him,” she said, though her bow never wavered.
“Yeah. Good fighting.”
Warily, Aran watched the giant until his eyes glazed over, lifeless. The hand holding the blade went slack, the weapon crashing uselessly to the blood-spattered soil. 
They’d won. Instead of a victory rush, Aran only felt tired. He wiped the giant’s blood off his knives, then sheathed them.
“I hear the stream,” Spark said, stashing her bow away. “Over there.”
She tipped her head, her chopped hair falling in ragged lines around her face. Together they stepped off the path into the dark woods. Aran glanced once more over his shoulder. The dim bulk of the giant lay unmoving.
The cheerful babble of water ahead lifted Aran’s spirits. Spark was right about the stream. She probably was right most of the time. Which meant he should have gone with her, and left the realm when he had the chance.
Spark’s fireball licked red and gold reflections from the surface of the stream. Moving to the edge, Aran peered into the water.
“Do you see anything?” she asked.
Mindful that something might leap out and grab him, he carefully leaned forward. A flick of movement caught his attention, a flash of silver beneath the far bank.
“Maybe,” he said. “Can you bring your fireball closer?”
The flame floated to the center of the stream. Aran squinted into the shadows under the water and kept very still. Another flash and flicker.
“Some fish in there,” he said.
“Are you sure?”
He’d spent plenty of time fishing with his uncles, mostly off the piers, but in the shallows, too. He knew a fish when he saw one. Even if it was a faerie fish.
“It makes sense,” he said, turning to face Spark. “A stick and a berry. But what can we use for the line?”
“What are you talking about?” She frowned at him.
“Fishing. I think we need to catch one of those fish.”
He glanced around, studying the trees. Most of them were evergreens, though a short distance up the bank grew a leafy tree with long, thin branches. He didn’t know if it was a hazel, but it was the best choice they had.
“You get the sticks,” Spark said, “I’ll look for berries.”
She caught on fast. Aran nodded, biting his tongue on words of caution. As if he needed to warn the most prime simmer in the world about the dangers of a game.
A few minutes later they reconvened on the stream bank. Aran had two branches, stripped of their leaves. Spark carried a cluster of red berries, still attached to a sprig of leaves.
“Here.” She handed him the berries, then started messing with the edge of her cloak.
“What are you doing?”
“We need string, right?” 
She plucked at the heavy wool a moment more, then pulled her dagger from her boot and sliced at her cloak. Aran helped her unravel a length of dark green thread, pulling until it was about twenty feet long. They cut it from the cloak, then sliced it in half. Aran rolled the slender strand between his fingers. Would it be strong enough?
“Do we need hooks?” Spark asked as she assembled her fishing pole.
“I don’t think so. The old woman didn’t mention them. But if we do, I can make us a couple.”
“You can?”
“Yeah, out of sharpened twigs.”
“You know a fair bit about fishing.”
“I used to fish with my mom’s side of the family.” Before his life took a sudden turn into grim.
He bent and sifted through the pine needles on the bank until he found a nice pointy one, then poked a hole in the berry with it. Squinting, he threaded the berry and tied a complicated knot at the end. Seeing his work, Spark did the same.
“So… we just throw the berry in?” She waved her makeshift pole at him. “Any extra tips?”
“We’re trying for that deeper part where the bank’s cut away. And cast upstream, so the bait drifts past. Wish we had a net.”
Spark shrugged out of her cloak and laid it on the ground.
“It’s already ripped,” she said. “A little fish slime won’t hurt it.”
“Fish aren’t that slimy. But yeah, we can bundle the fish up, keep it from flopping back into the stream.”
Provided they caught one.
He and Spark cast, his throw landing farther upstream than hers. Quietly, they watched the berries bob along the surface. When his bait floated into the shadows, Aran leaned forward in concentration, but didn’t get a bite. Not the next time, either. Or the time after that. After a while he lost count.
Spark sighed. “I don’t think this is even—hey!”
Her berry plunged under the surface and her line went taut.
“Now what?” She turned a half-panicked gaze on him. “I’ve never done this before.”
Aran tossed his pole on the bank and grabbed the cloak.
“Go downstream—quick.” He eyed the tight curve of her stick. “Don’t want to break your pole. That’s it. Let the fish run a bit.”
Spark hurried along the stream bank, Aran right behind her. He kept giving instructions—when to pull back, when to gather up the slack. 
“Wind the extra line up on your pole, like that. Good. Do you see it?”
Spark paused to look into the water. “I do! It’s just a little thing, isn’t it? I hope it’s the right one.”
Following his directions, Spark pulled the fish inexorably up. Its struggles broke the water as it splashed and flailed, its scales flashing silver.
“Hold it fast,” Aran said.
He spread the cloak between his arms and waded into the stream. Luckily they’d hit some shallows, and the was water only a little above his knees.
As if sensing his approach, the fish thrashed wildly.
“Oh no,” Spark cried as the red berry popped out of its mouth.
Aran lunged, cloak outstretched. The berry swung back and forth on the end of the string. And the slim silver trout fell into the folds of the cloak. 
He whipped the edges together and splashed back to the bank. Spark took his elbow to help him out, and, squelching with each step, Aran moved several paces away from the stream. He could feel the fish wriggling desperately within the woolen confines.
“Now what?” Spark asked.
“It’s getting heavy,” Aran said. “I think it’s growing.”
“Stand back.” Spark pulled out her bow and took a wary stance.
He laid the cloak down. Sure enough, whatever was under the fabric had grown bigger, and it was still thrashing. He backed up, hands going to his knives.
The cloak fell open, and he could only stare. It wasn’t a fish. It wasn’t even a monster.
It was a girl.
Her naked skin glimmered like moonlight. White blossoms were woven into her long, dark hair, and her eyes were wide with fear.
“Hey there,” Spark said, taking a step forward.
In an instant, the girl was on her feet. She cast a wild glance about the forest and, before they could stop her, bolted into the shadows of the trees.
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“Wait!” Aran cried. “We have to follow her.”
The maiden’s pale figure was quickly disappearing into the dark woods. He and Spark plunged through the underbrush, barely keeping the girl in sight. Only her glowing skin kept them from losing her completely.
Branches caught at Aran’s arms and the scent of crushed bracken fern stung his nose. They got no closer to the girl, but fell no farther away, either. Above, the unfamiliar stars shone down, distant and impassive.
The forest ended. Ahead, the maiden scrambled up a sudden hill, the grasses silvered beneath the moon. She reached the top, her faintly glowing form framed for a moment against the night sky. Then she was gone.
“Hurry,” Spark gasped, though she had fallen a few paces behind.
Aran reached back and grabbed her hand, pulling her with him to the top of the hill. Except it wasn’t a hill, but a grassy mound. The midnight landscape spread out around them, with no sign of the fish maiden.
In the center of the hill grew a tree covered with starry blossoms. And one perfect, golden sun.
“Oh,” Spark said. “The golden apple.”
“Do you think it’s safe to just pick?”
Belatedly, Aran let go of her hand and readied himself for combat.
“I think so. After all, we had to fight the giant, fish up the girl, and then pursue her. That’s three.”
He wasn’t sure what she was talking about. Senses alert, he followed Spark to the base of the tree. She reached, but the apple hung too high, gleaming far above her hopeful fingertips.
“Boost me up,” she said.
Aran cupped his hands and they managed to get her into the crook of the tree. Carefully, she edged out along one of the lower branches. He paced below, ready to catch her if she fell. White petals drifted down in the wake of her passage.
“Almost there,” he called softly.
She was so close, the golden glow cast a soft light over her face and the ragged ends of her hair. Watching, Aran held his breath. She reached, and plucked the apple. It parted from the tree with a sweet, musical chime.
“Got it.” She smiled down at him.
And fell, as a sudden, furious wind lashed the branches of the tree.
He caught her, breaking her fall as the two of them tumbled to the soft grass. 
“We better go,” he said, though part of him wanted nothing more than to lie there with her, limbs tangled together, and count the unearthly stars.
Overhead, the trembling wail of the Wild Hunt echoed through the sky. Way to break the romantic mood. They scrambled to their feet.
“Over there.” Spark caught his arm and pulled him toward the far end of the hill.
A small faerie ring shone, nearly hidden by the silvery grasses. Without a word, he and Spark leaped into the center. He didn’t care where it went, as long as it took them away from the hunt.
The familiar, chilly wind rose about them, and he hunched his shoulders against the gusts. After two icy breaths, the wind subsided and the scene cleared to reveal their destination.
Aran couldn’t hold back his whoop of triumph. They stood in the mirror-image clearing, and though he couldn’t see the coded wall, he knew it was there.
“What is this place?” Spark asked, glancing across at the other two clearings.
“The barrier between the realms. Look.”
He stepped forward, palm out, until he met the resistance of the wall. He gave it a slap, demonstrating its solidity. Spark followed him, her hand outstretched. When she reached the barrier, she glanced over at him.
“Fix it, and let’s get out of here.”
Crap. Aran looked down at his hands, then back up at her. His throat tightened with the taste of failure.
“I don’t think I can. Last time I had my tablet with me—that’s how I accessed the programming.”
“There’s no other way?”
He shook his head. Damn—why had he charged in without thinking?
Spark pressed her lips together, then held out her hand, palm up. The golden apple appeared, shimmering with light.
“How’s that going to help?” Aran asked.
“In a previous quest, I got three wishes out of a copper apple. I used them to get the silver apple, but now that’s disappeared for some reason.”
“Maybe you can only have one apple at a time.”
She frowned at the golden fruit. “Maybe. If you hadn’t been with me, I would have needed the power of the silver apple to help defeat the giant and fish up that girl. But I didn’t use it, so it disappeared when I got the golden one. I guess.”
“How does it work?” He leaned forward and inspected the apple. 
“Rub it, and tell it your wish.” She held her palm out to him. 
He picked up the golden fruit. It was warm to the touch, and heavier than he’d expected. Running his fingers over the rounded side, he concentrated.
“I need my tablet,” he said.
Bright light flashed, and he stepped back, almost dropping the apple. It had split in half, brilliance streaming from inside. Then it snapped shut, and the air felt colder, the shadows creeping closer.
Spark bent and scooped up his tablet from where it had appeared on the green moss.
“Okay,” she said. “Get to work.”
“Um.” Aran looked down at the apple again. “Three wishes, right?”
“Don’t do anything stupid,” she said, her voice distrustful. “Maybe I should hold the apple now.”
“No—it’s just that I forgot something. The other thing I need to make this work.”
“Well, try it without.”
Before he could protest, she swapped, plucking the apple from his hand and giving him the tablet in return.
“Fine.”
He powered on the tablet. As he’d feared, it showed the normal menu.
“It won’t display the code,” he said. “I can’t tweak it if I can’t see it.”
Blowing an impatient breath out through her nose, Spark snatched the tablet and gave him the apple again.
Aran gently rubbed its smooth sides.
“The dragon toy, please,” he said.
This time he was prepared for the burst of light. When it faded, Spark bent and picked up the bright orange toy.
“What is this?” She shook it in his face. “Don’t tell me you wasted a wish on playing a practical joke?”
Her lack of trust hurt, but he supposed he deserved it.
“I’m serious,” he said. “Give me back my tablet.”
“You don’t touch this apple again.” She snatched it from him and vanished it back to wherever it had come from.
“I won’t need to. Watch.”
He brought the plastic dragon to the tablet. The instant it touched the screen the display flared, then reassembled to show lines of code. Aran’s shoulders dropped with relief.
“All right,” Spark said, which was close enough to an apology.
“Keep watch,” he said, folding his legs to sit cross-legged on the velvety moss.
He balanced the tablet on one knee, the plastic dragon standing like a sentinel at the head of the device. Flicking his fingers over the display, he scrolled rapidly through until he found the protocols he’d changed. It shouldn’t take him long. Unravel this bit. Re-code that…
He was dimly aware of the shadows shifting, of the air growing colder, but he narrowed his eyes and focused all his concentration on the programming. Not only was he closing the gap he’d made, he was triple-encrypting the whole thing. No other hacker would be able to open the wall again. Ever.
“Done,” he said.
The wall shuddered, then closed with a whoosh and thunderclap.
“You did it!” Spark hauled him to his feet, her grip warm and strong. “Let’s get out of here. Hit the log out command.”
Aran lifted his finger in the signal to exit the game. Nothing happened. He tried again.
Spark looked at him, her eyes wide and anxious.
“We’re stuck in-game,” she said, her voice tight. “This is bad.”
“And about to get worse.”
In those few seconds, night had fallen. The moon hung in the sky, a sharp sickle. Branches rustled, and he caught a glimpse of gossamer wings, of red caps and sharp teeth, of flickering purple flame. Faint music drifted on the breeze, and the air was icy.
The Dark Queen was coming.
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Spark grabbed her bow, her fingers chilled to the bone. Of course she and Aran couldn’t just close up the gateway and go home—the Dark Queen would not allow it. The shadows in the forest gathered thickly, and Spark’s heartbeat pounded in her ears. 
She reviewed her spells. Whether to use each element at a time, or throw them all together at once depended on how the fight went. She was confident she could make that choice in the heat of battle.
What she wasn’t confident of was the strength of two mortals going up against the most powerful being in the realm.
Figures gathered around the edges of the faerie ring, like spectators at a match. Squat goblins wearing hats the color of blood were joined by twiggy figures with long, oddly jointed limbs. Ethereal maidens stood shoulder to shoulder with shambling bog creatures. All of them focused on her and Aran, their eyes feral and avid.
A rustle went through the crowd, and Spark swallowed the lump of fear blocking her throat. Striding toward them was the forbidding figure of the Black Knight. She remembered him from her former battle against the queen. Encased in ebony armor, his helmet was drawn over his face, the eye slits revealing only more darkness within.
He stopped at the edge of the ring, but made no move to attack. Yet.
The Dark Queen glided into the clearing. Her dark hair framed a face pale as snow, with high cheeks and eyes like fathomless pools. Spark glimpsed the death of stars in those eyes, and tore her gaze away. The terrible beauty of the queen was enough to freeze Spark’s senses.
Wait. She shook her head and blinked frost from her eyelashes. Stiffly, she looked at Aran. A thin layer of frost coated him, his cheeks shining with ice.
Anger flared through her, and she called up her wall of fire, blasting it forth from frigid fingers. The heat of it freed them from the frost’s embrace and made the watching fey folk cry out, stumbling in their haste to avoid that sheet of flame.
The Black Knight held his shield in front of his queen, absorbing the fire as if it were a black hole, eating up the light.
“Unfair,” Spark said.
The queen laughed, the sound like icy bells.
“Mortal girl,” she said. “Do not speak to me of fairness when your companion has cheated us.”
“Cheated you?” Aran scowled at the queen. “How about gold coins turning into leaves? I’d call that quite a scam.”
“We upheld our end of the bargain,” the queen said. “You received your reward. A pity that our coin takes a different form once transported from the realm. Yet you may not break the bargain we had.”
“Oh, yes I can,” Aran said. “And I have. The gateway is closed, and you can’t make me open it again.”
He lifted his tablet and, pivoting, smashed it against the invisible wall. The screen shattered, pieces of plas-metal and glass littering the moss. Spark glimpsed a bit of bright orange in the mess—the plastic dragon Aran had wished for.
The Dark Queen’s eyes narrowed into glittering shards of diamond. A frigid wind whipped through the clearing, lashing the branches of the white-barked trees.
“Take them!” she cried, pointing at Spark and Aran with her long, sharp finger. “What mortal meddling has begun, mortal blood will make undone!”
The Black Knight drew his sword and strode forward, a gang of goblins at his feet. Spark nocked an arrow and fired, but the point slid uselessly off his black armor. Beside her, Aran flung throwing knives at their advancing enemies. A few of them hit, but not enough. Time for a bigger attack.
She conjured up a wave and sent it splashing over the goblins. They shrieked and flailed as most of them were washed away. The remaining few halted, dripping and wary. But the Black Knight kept coming.
Spark lifted her bow again and fired. The knight charged forward, knocking her arrow aside. She danced back, throwing up a wall of air to stop him. That armor was a beast to deal with. A shot right into the helmet was her best—and probably only—chance.
As the knight forced himself through her barrier, Spark darted to the side and nocked another arrow. She sighted down it, pulled back, and let the arrow fly. It was a good shot, fast and true. Halfway to the Black Knight the shaft dipped, suddenly encased in ice. It plummeted out of the sky to bury itself uselessly in the bright green moss.
Aran appeared from the shadows behind the knight, his blades at the ready. He stabbed, and the Black Knight let out a growl. Clearly one of Aran’s knives had connected. But now he had an enraged knight attacking him at close range. He ducked the swishing sword, then kept going, tucking himself into a roll that brought him past their adversary. Aran rose beside her, knives crossed warily.
The knight turned, and Spark smiled a grim smile. Aran had neatly manipulated him so that Spark had a clear shot at his helm.
She set another arrow to the string. As she released it, she summoned an earth spell. Two more arrows appeared alongside her first, made of wood and ore and fine fletching. The first one dipped, then fell out of the air, heavy with ice.
The second was incinerated by a glowing ball of magic.
The third arrow wobbled, off center, and struck the Black Knight in the neck. He roared, then charged them, fast as black lightning.
Spark threw up her hands, but she had no more spells to summon. Aran faded back—too slow, too slow. With sick horror, Spark watched the knight’s enormous blade swing, slicing right for Aran’s middle.
“No!” she cried, leaping.
She hit the knight’s armored side, and it was cold and hard, like flinging her body against black ice. Aran let out a cry of pain and doubled over, dropping his knives. He clutched his side, then took one hand away. It was red and slick with blood.
“Sorry, Spark,” he gasped.
The queen laughed.
“Hold her,” she commanded, brushing past Spark.
Three goblins leaped to do their queen’s bidding. Their claws dug into Spark’s arms and legs, and one of them gave her an ugly, sharp-toothed grin.
Her heartbeat banged through her, but she forced herself to breathe. To wait. She had a few more tricks, but the timing had to be just right. The queen was planning to… Spark squeezed her eyes shut, then made herself open them again. The queen would sacrifice Aran. If Spark remembered correctly, a few ritualistic things had to happen first.
An unearthly fire kindled in the center of the faerie ring. Its flames burned sapphire and azure and deepest indigo, casting eerie, writhing shadows against the trees. The queen smiled, fierce and terrible, then turned to Aran.
“Now, BlackWing, you will pay the price.”
She reached into the midnight folds of her gown and drew out a long black thorn. Spark tensed.
Chanting harsh syllables, the queen passed her thorn above the blue flames. They leaped hungrily. Once. Twice. Thrice.
The Dark Queen whirled, lifting the black thorn high above Aran’s heart. In that moment, Spark transformed, her limbs compacting and shrinking, her vision flattening, losing its color. Four-footed, she sprang out of the goblins’ grasp.
Her teeth closed on the queen’s arm, and the Dark Queen shrieked—a sound born more of anger than of pain. Spark’s mouth burned from the queen’s blood. She couldn’t hold on…
She fell, back in human form, to sprawl beside Aran on the moss.
“The apple,” he hissed, face taut with pain.
Spark conjured it and brushed her fingers over the top.
“Help us,” she whispered. There was no time for specifics.
The apple split and flared, then disappeared. She looked up, and gasped as the Black Knight’s sword cleaved down upon her.
“Spark!” 
With a cry of pain, Aran heaved himself up and threw himself into the path of danger, covering her body with his own. She felt the sickening thud of impact as the knight’s blow connected. Aran stiffened and cried out again. Then, slowly, his head dropped to her shoulder, his whole body going limp. She could feel the wetness of his blood seeping into her vest.
“No!” Spark’s voice broke on the word. It couldn’t end like this.
“Forgive me, my queen, for robbing you of your sacrifice,” the Black Knight said.
“Fear not.” The queen ran her long pale fingers along the length of her thorn. “There is another.”
The queen gave Spark a look that turned her blood to pure ice. Aran lay unmoving across her, pinning her to the ground. They’d failed. Hot tears ran from the corners of her eyes. 
They were both going to die there, in the Realm of Faerie, all their dreams undone..
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
Moving like the wind over dark water, the queen knelt beside Spark.
“Farewell, mortal girl,” she said, raising her black thorn.
Spark braced herself for the queen’s strike. She’d rather die knowing it was coming.
“STOP!”
Five figures sprang from the air in the middle of the clearing. In the lead was a silver-armored knight, followed by a blue-robed mage girl, a bearded healing priest, a black-clad martial artist, and a mercenary wearing a bronze breastplate.
With a hiss of anger, the Dark Queen brought the thorn down towards Spark’s chest. The knight sprinted forward, deflecting the blow, while the mage and healer hauled Spark and Aran away from the Dark Queen.
Tears of hope blurred Spark’s vision. The rest of the Feyguard had arrived just in time.
“Glad to see you guys,” she said. “Aran’s hurt.”
“On it,” Zeg said, green light pouring from his fingertips to Aran’s wound. “You two get in there. Jennet, your dad needs a hand.”
Jennet helped Spark scramble up, then sent a bolt of power across the clearing, hitting the goblin that was sparring with Mr. Carter.
Metal clanged as Roy and the Black Knight circled one another, Roy’s bronze armor a brilliant foil for the knight’s darkness. 
In the center of the clearing, Tam faced off against the queen, dodging her magical attacks but unable to get close enough to land a strike with his sword.
“Flame her,” Jennet said, raising her mage staff.
Spark called up her wall of fire, relieved to see that her spells had recharged, and the two of them sent their dual blasts toward the queen.
Flames engulfed her, and Tam danced back, lifting his shield. The fire reflected from its polished surface, bright orange. The queen laughed, then turned insubstantial as smoke, her black dress swirling about her.
Tam yelled and sliced his sword through that wisp of blackness. His only reward was more laughter, cold as frost. 
At the edge of the clearing, a gang of goblins advanced on Zeg and Aran. Spark let out a relieved breath when she saw Aran was sitting up, his eyes open. Jennet’s dad joined them, and he and Zeg began dispatching the redcaps.
A clang of sword hitting armor brought her attention back to Roy’s battle. The Black Knight was pressing Roy hard. She needed some distance, and a clearer sightline to get a good shot. She needed…
Yes. The grav-board was still in her game inventory. Spark summoned it and leaped onto the deck. With a faint whine, the board lifted. She whipped out her bow and nocked an arrow, sighting down it to the knight’s black helm. This time, she was making that shot—especially while Tam and Jennet kept the queen distracted.
Aim. Pull. Release.
It was a flawless shot—until Roy leaped into the arrow’s path.
“Roy, duck!” she yelled, her lungs squeezing with sick fear.
He did, throwing himself flat without a moment’s hesitation. Thank God. The knight looked up, and the arrow flew perfectly through the eye slit.
The knight let out an immense bellow and fell to his knees. He shook, and the clearing shuddered with him, the trees creaking as a rain of silver leaves stormed down. Slowly, he toppled, his black armor dull against the brilliant green mosses.
“Curse you, mortals!” the queen cried, re-materializing in the center of the clearing.
Her expression terrible with wrath, she passed one hand over her wounded knight, blue power flowing in its wake. He disappeared. With that, the rest of the fey folk fled until only the Dark Queen was left.
“You shall pay for this day,” she said, her voice harder than diamonds. 
She narrowed her eyes, sweeping her gaze over the Feyguard, and Spark shivered at the fury in those depths.
Then she was gone, and the humans were alone in the clearing, ankle deep in a silver wash of fallen leaves. 
Almost alone. One member of the court remained, his form almost insubstantial among the trees. The edge of night retreated, the stars fading into pearly twilight.
“Thomas!” Jennet cried, dashing to the ghostly figure. “I didn’t know you were in the battle.”
He enfolded her in an embrace, then let go. “I could not aid you, but neither could I fight beside the court. My part is to observe, and to scribe the songs and sagas of what has befallen upon this day. Bitter and sweet as it may be.”
“Hey,” Aran said, stepping forward. “I owe you—”
Thomas held up his hand. “There is no debt between us, BlackWing. I should have spoken far earlier, and bear equal blame for what occurred. My only defense is that I am beginning to forget the fiery passions that move the human heart.”
The sorrow in his voice made Spark swallow in sympathy.
“Please, come back with us,” Jennet said, her voice nearly breaking. “Surely there’s some way.”
“Jen.” Her dad moved to stand beside her, putting his arm around her shoulders. “We’ve been through this before. We have to let him go.”
Thomas sighed, like an autumn wind bearing the last fallen leaf. “My love for you both remains, in all worlds. But I must depart. Farewell, Feyguard.”
He lifted his hand, his form already fading until there was nothing but pale-barked trees where he’d been standing.
For a moment, they all looked at one another. They’d won, though it didn’t quite feel like a victory.
“You were supposed to get some rest,” Spark said to Roy. Still, she was glad he hadn’t listened. It had taken all of them to beat back the Dark Queen.
“Did you see Puck as you all came in?” Aran asked.
“No,” Tam said, glancing at him. “I take it you’re the one Spark came to rescue.”
“Yeah.” Aran grimaced. “I owe you guys my thanks—and an apology. This was my fault.”
Roy crossed his arms. “So, what’s stopping you from opening the gateway again? Or telling somebody else how to do it?”
“A lot of things.” Aran looked at Spark, then away. “I don’t need to be convinced that the Dark Court entering our world means serious trouble. Also, I triple-encrypted the code. Nobody else could hack that.”
“Are you certain?” Mr. Carter stepped forward, studying Aran.
“Yeah.” Aran winced, fingers going to his stomach.
“Zeg, I thought you healed him,” Spark said.
“His injury was pretty bad. I poured all my healing power into him, and he barely pulled through.”
Jennet set her hand on Spark’s arm. “You should get him back into the real world. I assume you’re simming together?”
“Yes.”
“Can we trust him?” Tam asked, glancing at Aran.
Though he wanted to defend himself, Aran needed to hear Spark’s opinion. He tried not to twitch with impatience as she chewed her lower lip.
“Yes,” she finally said. “He tried to save me by sacrificing himself.”
Jennet and Tam shared a look, and then Jennet smiled.
“That’s good enough for me,” she said.
“Fine,” Tam said.
Roy frowned, but it looked like he was done arguing.
“All right, team,” Mr. Carter said. “Good job. I hope we don’t have to do it again soon.”
“The gateway’s back to normal,” Tam said. “Which means we’re back to regular guard duty.”
“Whatever that is.” Spark crossed her arms. “The Elder Fey are too cryptic.”
“They have their own rules,” Jennet said. “Our job is to keep people from stumbling into the realm, or get them out again if they do.”
“Like that always works.” Spark shot Aran a glance.
“I’m a special case,” he said.
“I’d say.” Roy’s voice was dry. 
“I’m late to work,” Mr. Carter said, tilting his wrist, then shaking his head as he realized his avatar didn’t have a watch.
“Me too,” Zeg said.  “Take care, everybody.”
His character winked out, and Mr. Carter’s followed. Roy gave Spark a last, regret-filled look, and was gone. Tam hugged her, then shook Aran’s hand. Jennet did him one better, and gave hugs all around.
Then it was just Spark and Aran in the faerie ring. He bent forward, one arm held tightly across his middle.
“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you taken care of.”
And then they had some serious talking to do.
She lifted her finger in the command to log out, then held her breath. Please, don’t let us be trapped in the Dark Realm. Thankfully, the air about her swirled, motes of golden light whirling until she was dizzy.
The clearing wavered and disappeared. The bright light faded, but still strobed oddly, and a high, screeching noise penetrated her gaming helmet.
Spark ripped off her helmet, then doubled over, coughing. The hotel conference room was filled with smoke. The fire alarm blared, lights flashing. She glanced around, heartbeat racing. It was too smoky to see where the fire was coming from.
“Aran!” she called.
She could barely make out his form through the haze, still sprawled in his sim chair. Fear pounded inside her skull—had Zeg’s heals failed? She darted over and squeezed his shoulder.
“Wake up!”
She yanked up his blood-covered shirt, then sagged with relief. No gaping wounds, only a scar running across his ribs, a faint silver line against his dusky skin. He was still breathing.
Quickly, she stripped off his helmet and gloves and pulled him out of the chair. He was heavy, and she didn’t get him down to the floor as gently as she would have liked. The air was better there, though smoke still scraped her lungs.
Staying low, she dashed to the door and wrenched the handle. It didn’t budge. She tried again, throwing all her weight behind it. Panic pulsed, hot and frantic through her veins, keeping time with the blaring alarm.
“Help!” she cried. “Let us out!”
Spark pounded on the door, cursing the fact that there were no windows facing into the hall. But there were some on the other side of the room.
Coughing, she scrambled toward the windows, then stopped when she heard Aran groan.
“Spark? What’s going on?” His voice was groggy.
She knelt beside him. “Fire, and we’re trapped. Trying the windows.”
“Sec.”
He sat up and stripped off his T-shirt, then ripped it in half. The cloth left streaks of blood on his hands. With a crooked smile, he handed her half his shirt, then tied the other section over his nose and mouth. Spark, trying not to be squeamish about the blood, did the same.
The two of them scrambled across the room. When they reached the windows, Aran stood. Spark took a few copper-flavored  breaths, feeling dizzy. The smoke was starting to get to her.
He dropped back down, eyes bleak.
“Jammed,” he said.
“Break it?”
There was a chair pushed into the corner by the window. Aran grabbed it by the legs and swung it hard against the glass. The chair bounced off, and he cursed.
“Legs first,” she croaked.
He pointed the chair legs at the window and rammed it, his body shielded by the seat. The glass shivered, but held. The alarm shrilled out its useless cry.
“Damn reinforced glass.” Aran dropped the chair, coughing.
“Get down here.” She beckoned him to the floor.
Face taut, he went to his hands and knees. 
“Any other ideas?” he asked.
Spark shook her head. She didn’t even have her messager on her—it was on the nightstand upstairs. 
“Hey.” She covered his hand with hers. “I’m sorry none of this worked out for us.”
“Don’t give up yet.”
“Lie down, anyway. Better air.”
He dropped to his stomach, looking like a bandit with the blood-smeared cloth over half his face.
They lay there quietly, and Spark concentrated on breathing. 
“There has to be another way out,” she said.
Aran went up on his elbows. “We should check the whole room. I’ll go right.”
She nodded, saving her breath, then began crawling over the scratchy brown carpet. Smoke stung her eyes, and she was starting to feel lightheaded, but they couldn’t give up.
Halfway down the wall, she found the air vent. She didn’t have the breath to yell for Aran, so instead she kicked a table over. The clatter brought him running, though he was smart enough to stay doubled over.
“Vent,” she gasped. They had nothing to pry it open with. Except…
Leaving Aran at the vent, she scrambled over to her sim system and grabbed the helmet. VirtuMax wouldn’t like this, but it was a small price to pay. She set the helmet by Aran.
“Break,” she said.
He understood right away, and gave the helmet a couple heavy stomps. They took turns yanking at the visor, until the plas-glass was loose on one side. Hands shaking, she tried to slip the edge behind the metal grill of the vent.
“Let me,” Aran said. “Lie down.”
She didn’t argue, just concentrated on not coughing while he worked on loosening the grill edge. 
A sharp whistle made her sit up. She glanced wildly around.
“What?” Was she having an auditory hallucination.
“Scoot back,” Aran said, taking her arm and pulling her away from the vent.
The grill flew off. A moment later, Niteesh stuck his head out
“Nit!”
“Sparky! And random guy. Into the vent, quick.” Niteesh held out his hand. 
Spark took it and forced herself into the small space, grateful for Aran’s boost. She crawled up behind Niteesh, and he moved forward. 
The metal was cool under her hands, and the air was several degrees fresher. Still, they couldn’t just stay there. The smoke would fill the vents soon enough.
“Aran?” she called, though it came out more like a croak.
“Here.” He tapped her ankle.
She started crawling, following the waving beam of Niteesh’s flashlight and trying not to imagine the metal walls closing in on her.
“Okay, slow down,” Niteesh said. “Tricky turn here. But we’re almost out.”
The vent got darker as he slid around the corner. Spark crawled forward on her elbows. She could feel perspiration, damp on her forehead. The vent made a left turn and she tried to fold herself into its sharp angle. She wiggled a few more painful inches, then twisted. Dammit, she was not getting stuck in here!
Her hips cleared the turn and she slithered through with a gasp. She had no idea how Aran was going to manage. Although he was lean, his shoulders were broad. She didn’t voice any doubt, though, just went forward to give him room to get through.
“Hey!” She squinted and turned her face away as Niteesh shone the flashlight directly in her face.
“Sorry.” 
He tilted it up, then gave her a grin. He’d managed to pretzel his wiry little body around to face her.
“Nice rescue, huh?” he asked.
“Ask me again once we’re out. Aran, you all right back there?”
He grunted. The vent creaked with the sound of buckling metal, and he swore.
“Aran?” She hated not being able to see what he was doing. 
“Yeah. Just… a sec.”
She laid her head down, the vent cold against her cheek. Sweet air filled her lungs.
“Nit—how’d you know to come find us?”
“The Terabins were acting sorely suspicious this morning, so I followed them. They were collecting stuff—a big trashcan from out back of the hotel. Armfuls of towels. When I saw the can of gas, I knew it was bad.”
“Why didn’t you tell Vonda?”
“I did—but not soon enough. The twins had already set the fire and locked you in. Firefighters hadn’t come yet, so I figured it was up to me to get you out.”
“Doesn’t the hotel have a door override?”
He scowled. “The Terribles jammed it. C’mon, Spark, you know how simple most of the tech is in these places. Easy to hack.”
Something about his words pinged her memory. She frowned, trying to chase it down, but the thought was gone.
“Thanks for coming to get us.”
“Oh, sure. Anyway, Vonda’s waiting at the end of this vent. If we can get there.” Niteesh pointed his flashlight back at Aran. “Coming?”
“Okay.” Aran sounded exhausted. 
The metal screeched again, and he groaned in counterpoint. Then she heard him scramble up behind her, his breaths loud in the enclosed space.
“Go,” he said, something ragged in his tone.
Niteesh turned, nimble as a ferret, and led the way. Ahead of them, she could see a square of light, coming closer. Closer. 
Niteesh slid out, and then Spark wriggled free, falling into the waiting hands of the med techs.
“One more,” Niteesh said. “Move back.”
A moment later Aran tumbled onto the beige carpet of the hall. Spark sucked in her breath when she saw the fresh blood coating his naked back, then she bent over, coughing. Her lungs felt like they’d been scraped with sandpaper.
The closest med tech whipped off Spark’s makeshift mask and stuck an oxygen supplier to her face.
“Easy there,” the med said. “Slow, even breaths. There you go.”
She wasn’t the type to faint, but the blurriness at the edges of her vision spread, until the whole scene looked like one of those old-fashioned paintings made of nothing but smears of color. Someplace warm and full of light, with plenty of air, and no blood. Sighing, she tipped forward into that dream.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
Spark rang the doorbell of the basic, middle-class house. Rain spattered the pavement and pattered softly on the porch roof. She glanced over her shoulder at the security guy behind her.
“Burt, I asked you to wait at the car.”
“Just doing my job,” he said, calm in the face of her irritation.
She turned her attention back to the door, willing someone to answer. A moment later it opened, and a sweet-faced woman blinked at her.
“Can I help you?” the woman asked. Clearly she didn’t recognize who Spark was.
“Mrs. Chowney?” When the woman nodded confirmation, Spark continued. “Is your son, Bix, at home?”
Mrs. Chowney’s eyes widened slightly. “Is he in some kind of trouble?”
“Not at all, ma’am,” Burt said. “He’s the lucky winner of an at-home visit from Spark Jaxley. Part of last month’s gaming convention package.”
“Oh!” She looked more closely at Spark. “You’re the girl who plays those sim games. Please, come in, sit down.”
Mrs. Chowney settled them in a beige living room with a surprisingly colorful carpet, then hurried off to fetch her son.
A minute later he hurried into the room, as gangly as Spark recalled from her glimpse of him at the VirtuMax party.
“No way!” He halted, staring at Spark. “I thought somebody was playing a joke on me. Are you really Spark Jaxley? Your hair’s a lot shorter.”
“It’s a new look.” She stood. “Sorry to bother you like this, but I’m trying to find someone. Your friend, Aran.”
Burt had his home address, but when he’d called, Aran’s family said he’d officially moved out two weeks earlier.
After their multiple ordeals, Spark had woken up in the hospital. Not alone—her mom and dad had been flown in, special delivery, but Aran had disappeared. No messager number, no note of farewell. Just out of her life like nothing had ever happened.
Except that too much had, and she refused to let him run away from any it. At least, not without saying goodbye to her in person. 
She had more than one reason to track him down, too. Not the least of which was the fact she owed him her life. And vice versa.
Bix’s expression went wary and he slowly took a seat on one of the overstuffed chairs. 
“What about Aran?”
Burt cleared his throat. “It’s nice of you to protect your friend, but we’re not here to cause trouble.”
“Burt, be quiet.” Spark frowned at him. His tough security-guy manner was far from reassuring. “Bix, I met Aran at SimCon, and I’d like to get back in touch.”
“Oh, damn.” Bix slapped himself on the forehead. “It really was you at that party. I’m such an idiot.”
“No worries. But… is he all right? Do you know where I can find him?”
Bix glanced at the doorway, then leaned forward. “He crashes in our old garage—but right now he’s working.”
“Working?” Burt’s voice was laced with disbelief.
“Yeah, he’s on night shift at the local Fry King. I think he’s done at five in the morning, or something tweaked like that. Before the sun comes up, anyway.”
Sunrise. Spark smiled. 
“I know exactly where to find him,” she said. “Thank you, Bix.”
“No problem. Wait—before you go, could I get a picture with you?”
“Sure.”
She let Bix droop one of his long arms around her, and smiled on cue when he pulled out his messager and snapped a selfie of them. He looked at it and pumped his fist.
“Sweet! And, uh, come by again, anytime.”
“Thanks.”
At the doorstep, Burt shook his hand, and when they got to the curb she waved, trying not to laugh at the moony expression on Bix’s face. Another one down. Why was it the one guy she wanted to spend time with kept running away from her?
 

 
Aran scrambled down the path, letting the fresh sea wind blow the smell of fry grease off his clothes. At least his night-shift hours allowed him to come watch the sunrise most mornings, on his way back to the Chowneys’ garage. Spring was finally coming, the air losing its bite, the green edges of new leaves showing.
The sky was already getting lighter over the water, a line of white on the horizon preceding the sunrise. He never wanted to take the sun rising for granted ever again.
Beach stones shifting under his feet, he was halfway to his usual log when he halted. Someone else perched there, huddled in a thick coat and looking out at the ocean.
For a moment he thought about turning around, leaving the beach to whoever had claimed it first. The figure shifted, and he caught his breath at the familiar curve of her cheek. His pulse gave a huge thump, then settled into a faster rhythm. 
For almost a month he’d tried to convince himself it was for the best that he never see Spark Jaxley again. Clearly his heart didn’t agree. He kept walking.
“Hi,” he said when he got to the bleached log. 
He didn’t ask how she’d found his secret cove. The head of her security team was a pro.
Spark tilted her head and looked at him. “For a second there, I thought you were going to run away again.”
“Hey.” The truth of her words stung. “I had some things to do.”
After the med techs had treated his scraped back and his smoke inhalation, he’d talked them out of admitting him to the hospital. He’d waited around long enough to make sure Spark was okay, and then ridden Bix’s bike back to the city. The distance had seemed twice as far, every mile spooling out, cold and empty.
“You could have left a note,” she said. “Or your number.”
“Look.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, then leaned against the side of the log. “I don’t belong in your world.”
He still had no idea what world he actually fit in. 
Knowing where he didn’t was a start, though. And accepting that his family would never knit back together, that his old life was gone forever. Things would never revert to normal in that house. Setch would always be the firstborn, the golden boy, perfect in his parent’s eyes no matter how many dirty deals he did. Aran hanging on, hoping things would change, only prolonged the pain. For everyone.
He’d given up hacking, too. It felt right, but the grind of regular work was gruesome—especially the kind of job he could get with no references and a minimal background check. It was either midnight fast-food peon, or, even worse, waste disposal worker.
Spark looked at him a long moment. The breeze riffled the ends of her hair, which had been trimmed into an even line below her ears. It looked cute.
“Did you really think you could just walk away?” she asked. “After what we went through together?”
“I thought…” The words dried in his throat, and he swallowed. “It was the best thing, for everybody.”
A weak part of him had wanted to stay, to whine and beg around Spark like a stray dog hoping for scraps. But he had too much pride for that, so he’d left. Better to try and make something out of the cloth of his own life, no matter how ragged.
“You thought wrong,” she said. “You entered the realm, and battled the Dark Queen. That changes you. Don’t deny it.”
He dropped his gaze to the tide-slick stones at the water’s edge. She was right. Strange things moved through his dreams, fears and visions he couldn’t share with anyone. Unless they’d experienced the same thing.
“The queen said something, during that battle,” Spark said. “It took me a few days to figure it out. You’re BlackWing, the hacker.”
“Not anymore.” He hunched his shoulders, waiting for her scorn.
Instead she scooted over and put a hand on his arm.
“Nobody else could have done that—cracked the wall between the realms, then shut it again.”
“I was stupid. Do you hate me for it?”
“Well, I don’t admire some of your choices. But you fixed everything in the end—and you know your way around sim code.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out an envelope. “This is for you, from Vonda.”
“Your manager?” He took it and turned it back and forth in his hands.
“Open it.”
He glanced over at her. Her eyes were lit with suppressed emotion.
“Do you know what it says?” he asked.
“I have an idea—but believe me, I had nothing to do with this. Other than telling Vonda you were BlackWing.”
Aran pulled in a breath, tangy with salt, and opened the envelope. Inside was a letter typed on official VirtuMax letterhead. Sometimes going old school with real paper was far more impressive than a digital message. More weighty and real.
He scanned the words, then backed up and read the whole thing slowly. Heart pumping with crazy hope, he looked at her.
“Is this serious?” he asked.
“Let me see.”
He tilted the letter for her to read, then watched the smile blossom across her face.
“Oh, yes,” she said. “VirtuMax needs to hire the best threat testers they can find. They need you, Aran.”
“But my background—”
“The company wouldn’t have allowed Vonda to make you that offer unless they’d checked you out thoroughly. The fact that your brother set you up is pretty clear, despite the crappy public defender that let the charges stick. And I think Burt might have given you a character reference.”
Aran stared at her. “Your security guy? He hates me.”
“No, he’s just cautious and good at his job. Notice I’m alone out here?”
He glanced about the beach. No sign of a security team watching. 
“I hope he’s nearby,” Aran said. “You’re a little too valuable to be completely unguarded.”
Spark rolled her eyes and shook her head at him. The pink in her hair was echoed by the wash of clouds overhead.
He refolded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope, his insides churning with choices. Of course, he knew that companies hired former hackers to help ensure that their programs and games were as impenetrable as possible. But he never thought he’d get an offer to trade his black hat in for a white one. Well, maybe gray.
Speaking of villains…
“I have a few questions,” he said. “What about those two gamers, the Terabin twins?”
“Gone,” Spark said. “All their daddy’s money couldn’t help them weasel out of the fact they deliberately set that fire. Not with Niteesh as an eyewitness. They might be able to hire good lawyers, but they’re never working for VirtuMax again.”
“They tried to kill you. And me.” He curled his fingers into fists.
Her expression hardened, and she stared out over the water. Aran wanted to touch her face, stroke that grimness away.
“They’ll pay for it,” she said. “The trial’s later this year. But I don’t want to talk about them. I want to talk about you. About us.”
She looked back at him, her eyes serious. Above them, the sky lightened to pale blue, and the sea shone like a broken mirror, bright copper at its edge.
“What do you think?” he asked. “Could you stand seeing me around?”
Her smile was answer enough.
“I talked with the others,” she said. “You’re invited to join the Feyguard. If you want.”
“I do.” It surprised him, how much that meant. And how much he wanted to. Despite everything, he’d found his tribe. And, just maybe, his heart.
“One more thing,” he said.
“Oh?” There was a mischievous tilt to her lips.
Aran leaned forward and brushed his mouth over hers. He felt her smile widen, and then she yanked him against her. Their bodies met with a shock of rightness that reverberated down to his feet.
His heart thumped so loudly he was sure it would knock right out of his chest. He’d hoped, then second-guessed, then buried that hope way down deep, knowing he’d never see Spark again.
But she hadn’t given up on him. Of course not. That girl was always right.
He wrapped his arms around her, kissing her with everything he was, and everything he hoped to be. Stronger. Kinder. Better.
She held him tightly, her lips warm and intoxicating against his, as the sun burst, brilliant gold, over the horizon.
 



 
EPILOGUE
 
 
The girl huddled away from the cold bite of the wind, a crumbling brick wall at her back. She pulled the thin blanket about her, heart beating fast as a sparrow’s. Already she had learned two things: the mortal world was a dangerous place, and she had just enough magic to slip carefully through its currents, provided she remained alert and wary.
Why had Puck let her through into this place?
Darkness had changed to light, then back to dark, a double handful of times. She’d learned how to scavenge for food, how to avoid the yellow-eyed men who stank of cloying smoke, and how to move, silent as a shadow, in and out of the dwelling places of humans.
As soon as full night fell, with its dark covering, she would make her way to the shelter she had found. There, she studied the world she had come into, learning from the flickering vids how to act and speak as a mortal girl.
The time was coming, soon and soon, when she must fully enter the world of the humans and carry out the queen’s bidding.
But not yet. Not quite yet.
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Chapter One
Lisa
 
I stare at Constantine, certain I heard him wrong. “What do you mean I have to do this reap alone?”
He continues to scan the green blips on the radar. I still haven’t gotten used to the idea that those dots are people who are about to die. “Nate is on another assignment and this reap needs to get done—ASAP.”
Reaping, that’s my job. I’m an Angel of Death, a grim reaper of idiotic spirits for GRS, Grim Reaper Services. People who die in stupid ways are my clients. Lucky me. Nate, my partner, reaps violent criminals. Way more impressive than my job, and more dangerous. Admittedly, I’ve grown to depend on Nate and the thought of doing an important reap on my own is daunting. “Where am I going?”
“North of Fairbanks, near Coldfoot.” Constantine straightens and looks at me. “These are...special clients. I’m trusting you’ll get this done quickly and quietly.”
“Special? As in particularly stupid?”
“Far from it.” He steps past me and heads toward a desk. “The inn you’ll be traveling to is owned by a friend of mine.” He tears off a sheet of paper from a small tablet and hands it to me. “Finesse and discretion are mandatory.”
I give an unladylike snort. “I’m sorry, have we met? Finesse is not my greatest skill.”
He places his hands on my shoulders and slowly rubs. Sparks of electricity shoot down my arms. “I have faith in you, Lisa.” My heartbeat quickens. I’ll admit I’ve imagined Constantine and me in a few hot and heavy positions, but I’ve never told anyone. Not even my best friend Vella. There are two problems with my fantasy about Constantine. First, I’m not sure he’s human. Secondly, if he’s not, getting jiggy with him might be like supernatural crack. What if he ruins me for other men? It’s not a chance I want to take. Plus, he’s never offered.
A sigh slips from me and my shoulders slump. “I’m not getting out of this, am I?”
He lowers his hands. “Nope.”
I look at the paper. “The V V Inn. Never heard of it.”
“It’s very upscale. Only the most elite clientele stay there,” he says.
I’ve lived in Alaska all my life. There are a lot of expensive remote lodges that serve the wealthy, but I’m surprised I’ve never heard of this one. Not even a mention. “When do I leave?”
Constantine hands me another sheet of paper. “In three hours.”
My mouth drops open when I look at the electronic ticket and charter flight information. I give a huff of protest. “I’ve got to make arrangements for the kids. I can’t just drop everything.”
My argument falls on deaf ears. Constantine stares at me with his beautiful, but unwavering, silver eyes. “You’ll figure it out.”
When I agreed to be a grim reaper they told me there would be village travel. But I didn’t think I’d be venturing out so soon—and so alone. “I’ll see if my mom can watch the kids.” I fold the flight information and shove the paper into my pocket. “I got this.”
He gives me a soft punch in the arm like we’re buddies. “I knew you’d come through for me, Carron.”
“Yeah,” I grumble. “That’s me—reliable.”
With only three hours until my flight I walk to the elevator, the list of things I need to do already swirling in my mind.
“Lisa.”
I glance back at Constantine.
“Remember, discretion.”
My brow furrows. “Yeah, I got it.”
What does he think? I’m going to tell my mom I have souls to reap so I’ll need her to watch my kids? Hardly. When my parents found out I took the plunge and got a job at GRS after my husband died, they weren’t all that thrilled. What would they say if I told them I was actually an angel of death and not a case manager at an employment agency? Either I’d be medicated and committed, or my mother would be. Lying by omission was the best course of action.
On the way home I call Vella and make arrangements for the kids. I also pull into a convenience store and buy some junk food. It’s a guilt purchase. Yes, I’m not above bribing my kids into compliance.
By noon I’m sitting on the jet, trying to relax. For some reason this job doesn’t feel right. Why such a rush? Why me? And who are these special clients? I hate not knowing what I’m getting into. Hopefully Constantine’s request for discretion is because the spirit is rich or famous. Maybe I’ll be reaping a sheik or a movie star. My mind delves into all sorts of possibilities. Maybe I’ll be reaping Elvis. Now that would be cool.
The flight to Fairbanks is uneventful. The airport is packed from all the tourists and I have a hard time locating the charter service I’m to take to the inn. I stare at a small glassed-in kiosk in the far corner. There’s no discernible marking to indicate this is the company I’m to use, or that it’s a charter service at all. But from the vague directions on my instructions this has to be the place.
I stop in front of the glass. “Hi.”
A young guy looks up from his book and smiles. “May I help you?”
“Yes.” I drop my carry-on bag and hold up my sheet of paper. “I’m supposed to catch a charter to the V V Inn. Is this where I do that?”
His eyes widen slightly and then travel down my torso and back to my face. “Are you sure you’re going to the V V Inn?”
This pisses me off. Maybe he’s used to wealthy clients that aren’t dressed in capris and flip flops. “Lisa Carron.” I stare at him, as if my name should answer all his questions.
He checks his computer and then looks back at me, his smile tight. “Yep, you’re on the schedule.”
No shit, Sherlock. “Great. What now?”
He opens the door next to the glass and ushers me in, relieving me of my bag as I pass him. “I’ll take you to the lounge and the pilot will get you when it’s time to board.”
“Thank you.”
The corridor he leads me down is narrow and rather dark. After a minute he stops at a smooth wooden door and opens it. “You can wait in here.”
To say I’m surprised when I step inside is an understatement. What I thought would be a utilitarian waiting area turns out to be a plush lounge. So this is how the other half lives. 
Leather furniture is arranged in groupings, making conversation easy. I zero in on the snack bar—mainly the beverages supplies. Everything from bottled water to wine.
“Make yourself comfortable.” The guy sets my bag on a luggage rack. “There’s snacks and drinks.” He points to a computer. “You’ve even got free internet access. The only thing you can’t do is watch porn.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Oh darn, how will I spend my time?”
He smirks and I realize he was joking. Funny. He glances at his watch. “It will probably be about forty minutes until you board. Remote for the television is on the table. Bathroom is behind you. And if you have any questions just pick up the black phone and hit one. It’s a direct line to me.”
“Thank you,” I say again. I won’t lie, I’m anxious for him to leave so I can enjoy the room. Rarely do I get time alone. Never in such a posh environment. I nod. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”
“I’ll let them know you’re here.” He leaves, shutting the door behind him.
For forty minutes I bask in the luxury of the lounge. Strawberries, honey roasted peanuts, and chocolate wafers. I try to open a cabinet labeled coffee, but it’s locked. No matter, I’d rather have a glass of wine.
Too soon I’m ushered out the room and onto a plane by a stoic, heavily bearded pilot. He looks more like a lumber jack but in Alaska that’s not unusual. With as few words as possible he gets me settled in one of the eight seats. Besides the pilot, I’m the only passenger. There’s no safety briefing beyond buckling up. I ease forward to look out the window. I don’t love small planes and I send up a silent prayer that we won’t crash. Maybe being a grim reaper on the job gives me added protection—at least I hope it does.
My stomach does a little flip when the nose of the plane lifts, pulling us into the sky. Fairbanks isn’t a huge place and within minutes we’re beyond the city limits and flying over bush Alaska. Rivers wind across the countryside. While still at a low altitude I scan the ground passing below us. Even though they’re tough to spot, I catch a glimpse of two moose in a stand of trees. They look like brown dots and I probably wouldn’t have seen them if one hadn’t been walking. 
But soon we’re too high to make out details so I relax. The flight is just over an hour, maybe two depending on the winds. On a map, Coldfoot doesn’t look that far, but Alaska is a lot bigger than people think. 
The drone of the engines eventually lulls me to sleep. I must have been more tired than I thought because I wake up when the plane banks left, into a pass. I scoot forward to look out the window again. Cabins dot the landscape but when we enter the pass any sign of people disappears.
The mountains rise on both sides of the plane. Thin waterfalls pour out of cracks in the rock face, dropping hundreds of feet. My stomach lurches slightly and I feel the plane nose downward. I press my face to the window, trying to see where the pilot plans to land.
A couple minutes later the narrow pass opens to wide tundra. Groves of trees spot the landscape and a river branches to the right. The beauty of the area takes my breath away. I’ve lived here all my life but I never get tired of the scenery.
I glance down, my eyes rounding. Below the plane is a pack of what looks like wolves. No way, they must be huskies. Maybe somebody at the inn runs a team. They appear a lot bigger than any huskies I’ve ever seen though, but it’s hard to tell from this height. When the pilot banks the plane I glimpse the inn.
At first I’m not sure what I’m seeing. The place is huge. In the middle of nowhere, sits a long main building with a wing off the back. Dozens of buildings litter the area. Some look like cabins. Others are bigger, maybe apartments. It’s like a hidden wonderland. If this is how the rich and famous live, sign me up. 
As the plane approaches, I wonder what my room will be like. I could handle a few more days of luxury accommodations. We touch down on a wide gravel strip and taxi to a hangar. Several vehicles are parked and I see a man standing near a black SUV, obviously waiting for the plane.
He’s hot. Not just good looking, but rugged and sexy in flannel and jeans. Just the way I like them. It’s nice to know that even though I’ve been a widow for over a year I’m not dead inside. I appreciate a nice tush or rock hard abs as much as the next gal.
The plane stops and the engines power down. I stand, slightly hunched and sidle between the seats to the door. After a minute it opens and the Alaskan sunlight streams in. I glance at my phone. It’s nearly seven p.m. That’s another thing I love about summer here—twenty-four hours of daylight above the Arctic Circle.
 As I exit the plane the hot guy offers his hand. “Watch your step.”
I attempt an easy smile and accept his assistance. The last thing I want is to end up face down on the ground. “Thanks.” His hand is hot. Not sweaty, ick hot, but the kind of warmth that seeps into my skin. I ignore the shiver that ripples through me. “I’m Lisa Carron.”
“Yeah, we heard you were coming.” He let’s go of my hand. “I’m Jon.”
“Nice to meet you, Jon.” From his tone I get the impression he’s not thrilled about my arrival. Is that because I’m a reaper? I’m not sure how to broach the subject so I just dive in. “So, do you know why I’m here?”
He picks up my bag from the ground where the pilot set it and walks toward the black SUV. “Yep.”
I take a couple of skipping steps to catch up with him. “What were you told?”
“That you were here to take care of our ghost problem.” He pulls the back door open and tosses my bag on the seat. Then he turns and looks at me. I skid to a stop. His eyes, though a beautiful hazel, are unwelcoming. “That you’re some kind of grim reaper.”
The fact he knows surprises me. “Not some kind of grim reaper. I am a reaper.”
His brow furrows and he nods. “Okay, you are a reaper.” 
“I know it’s hard to believe but it’s true.”
“Get in.” He opens the driver’s door and slides onto the seat, shutting it in my face.
“Okay.” Jackass. I circle the SUV and climb in. We’re silent for a few seconds as he shoves the car into gear and edges onto the road. Tension zings between us. Always one to try and fill an awkward silence, I start to ramble. “You may not believe this but the supernatural world does exist.”
He snorts and looks at me like I’m a complete idiot. “Really?”
“Yeah, really. I don’t expect you to understand.”
“Do you even know where you are?”
I’m not sure what that has to do with anything, but I give him my sweetest smile. “An Alaskan resort for the most—” I lift my hands and make air quotes. “The most elite.”
He gives me a look crossed between confusion and wariness. After a few seconds he focuses on the road. “Okay, because for a second I wasn’t sure you understood the scope of this.”
“Don’t worry, Jon, I get it.” I cross my arms over my chest and nod. “Discreet and quick. Those are my orders.”
We don’t speak again until we reach the inn. It takes all my effort not to gawk and gush at the sight of the building. The place is bigger than I thought, like a ginormous plantation mansion in the middle of bum frickin’ nowhere. Despite the bright sun, the place has an ominous feel. As I exit the SUV I notice the windows are draped or sealed in some way. Maybe it’s closed for the season, which would be weird because summer is prime tourist time in Alaska.
Maybe the ghost I’m to reap has caused so much havoc they had to shut down the place. I follow Jon up the steps to the sprawling front porch and into the inn. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, but I see the interior is impressive. Soaring ceilings, wood everywhere, definitely a hangout for the wealthy.
 “Why is it so dark in here?” I ask.
Jon snickers but doesn’t answer my question. “Asa, this is Lisa.” He drops my bag on the ground. “Seems she’s a reaper and… she’s all yours.” He walks to the registration counter and leans against it, scowling at me.
“Ignore him,” a male voice says from my right. I turn to see another guy walking out of the shadows. “Jon’s a little short on manners.”
Wow, he’s drop dead gorgeous. Young, buff, and all Vin Diesel-ish, I think my panties just caught on fire. “Hi.” My voice comes out a little too breathy. When he gets closer I see he’s in his mid-twenties. Suddenly I feel like a cougar. Down girl. “Asa, is it?”
“Yes.” He strides toward me in a way that makes me think military. Maybe it’s his straight posture. Maybe it’s the fact that he’s sporting a shaved head and wearing dog tags. Stopping next to a wall, he flips on a switch for an overhead light and I get the full effect of the inn’s interior—and him. Both are impressive. “So you’re going to rid us of our ghost?”
My eyes are drawn to the others in the room. Not people, but spirits. Three that I can see. “Ghosts.”
“Excuse me?” he says, as if not understanding.
I take a deep breath. “Do you know you’ve got a lot of dead people walking around here?””
 



 
Chapter Two
Asa
 
She couldn’t have said we have a lot of dead people walking around, right? I glance around the room and then back to the curvy blond. “I’m sorry, what was that?”
Lisa smiles at me like I’m a simpleton. “That’s why I was sent.” She turns away. “Gorgeous but dumb, just my luck.” 
Even though she mumbles the last part I hear her perfectly. A spark of interest lights inside me. This one’s a firecracker all right. She might be a little older than me, but there’s something about her that’s different from anyone I’ve met in a long while.
Not like you get out much to socialize up here in the wilds of Alaska.
Yeah, there is that.
She speaks slowly, with a hint of humor in her voice. “You. Have lots. Of dead people.” She motions in big circles with her arms. “Walking around.” 
“Let me get this straight,” I say, stifling the urge to snap a comeback that I am indeed more than just a big dumb guy. “You’re saying we have ghosts on the premises?”
She shakes her head and a tiny snort escapes. 
My gaze travels over the full-figured woman, wondering if she laughs in bed, too. I wouldn’t mind a little laughter in my life these days. I haven’t been with anyone since Joanna last year, and this woman appears ripe and ready. Like she knows what she wants.
Get your mind out of the gutter. You’ve got a job to do.
Damn conscience. Shut up.
Lisa catches me staring. Her cheeks flame red as she glances away and motions jerkily with her chin across the room. Jon and I look in the direction she’s indicating.
Nothing.
“The tiny Asian lady leaning against the front desk? She’s got long black hair and looks as fragile as a porcelain doll.” Lisa steps deeper into the mammoth lounge area in the center of the hotel. “There’s a creepy guy with a short white goatee staring at us from near the fireplace.” She gestures with one hand.
Whirling to her left, like she hears something, Lisa faces the hallway of the north wing. “And you’ve got a serene-looking Indian guy heading toward us from the hall.” 
No freakin’ way.
My mouth drops open and I glance at the werewolf across from me. Yup. Jon’s jaw is gaping like a caught fish, too.
Jon recovers first. “Am I smoking crack, or is she describing  Emiko, Ivan and Vikram?
Despite the disbelief coursing through me, I can’t think of any other logical answer. Vivian, one of the owners, wouldn’t be playing some long-distance joke on us, would she? Like using her vamp mental skills to project dead people’s images that only this human could see? Nah. Wouldn’t make sense. If she was going to mess with me or Jon, she’d want a ring-side seat while the prank unfolded.
Viv did say a reaper was coming, but I didn’t have a chance to think about what the hell that really meant.
“So… you’re able to see three dead people who were killed here this past year?”
Lisa slowly turns and faces me, her complexion paling. “Did you…” With an unsteady step she walks to the sofa and lowers herself to a deep cushion. She audibly swallows and stares at the floor. “Kill them?”
“No… no.” I rush to reassure her, moving to a chair across from her. She jumps slightly in her seat. I raise my empty hands in a slow-down motion. “Calm yourself. I’m not going to hurt you. I didn’t kill any of them.” Remembering my time with Emiko in the bowling alley, I add, “And one of them seriously kicked my ass.” 
Jon walks to the fireplace, taking a deep sniff of air. “Nothing here, man.” He looks over his shoulder at me. “Are you sure she’s telling the truth?”
Lisa glares at him and the fire I saw earlier returns. “Now why the hell would I lie, jackass? What do I have to gain?” She shakes her head, disbelief and annoyance clear on her face. “Typical guy. You can’t see it or understand it, so it must be a lie.” She settles back against the couch. “Reminds me of my partner, Nate.”
Jon’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead and he opens his mouth to retaliate. I shake my head once. It’s not worth it. It’s unclear how much she knows about us or how much she’s likely to believe. But Vivian said she was here to do a job and we needed to support her. That’s what I damn well will do.
I reach for my travel mug filled with bloodcoffee, using the cup as a prop for casual intro to conversation. “So… how long have you seen dead people?”
Lisa barks out a laugh. “Cute. Haven’t heard that line outside of a movie.”
“Okay,” Jon announces. “I’m out of here. It’s your turn to handle the weirdness. Call me if you need me.” The temperamental werewolf strides across the lobby and disappears into the dining area. He’s temporarily moved into Rafe and Vivian’s apartment while they’re tying up loose ends in Argentina. 
It’s been a long summer so far and I can’t wait for the vampire master and her husband to come home. Their arrival will signify a return to normalcy as well as the beginning of fall at our remote resort. Personally, avoiding the sun and traveling through the tunnels gets old.
“All kidding aside,” I say to Lisa. “I’m serious. I never knew there were reapers in the world.”
“Isn’t there an old saying about what man doesn’t know about his world could fill the largest library ten times over?”
I shrug. “No idea. Sounds about right, though. Are you going to answer me about how long you’ve seen ghosts? I am truly curious.”
Lisa glances into my eyes, uncertainty showing in the dazzling blue depths. “Normally I can’t discuss that.” She hesitates, but apparently sees something in me that encourages her to go on. “I guess I was born with the trait. Another reaper died, my husband as a matter of fact, and I kind of fell into the job. It certainly wasn’t my choice. Then I found out I’d be reaping stupid people. So really not my choice.” 
I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees. “Fascinating. And what does ‘reaping’ entail?”
“Well, it depends on the soul. People who die in violent ways are more resistant than happy souls. Sometimes I have to chase them down. Sometimes they go to the afterlife willingly.”
 “So there is an afterlife? I’ve always wondered.”
“Er… um… yeah. There is. But I really don’t know much about it. I make a point of not getting too close to my porter. He has a tendency to take anybody who gets within reach on a joyride to Hell.” She nervously looks around the lobby. “Why is it so dark in here? And you didn’t cover who actually did the killing of those ghosts I spotted.”
I stand and motion to the front desk, where Tommy is on duty. “Why don’t we get you checked into a room? Neither of those questions has a quick answer.”
Lisa follows me and listens quietly to Tommy’s directions on where her room is and on some of the inn’s facilities. Thankfully he catches himself and doesn’t mention the protocols on blood  donors and the sex-toy basket our paying guests normally receive.
Jon had carried in Lisa’s bag, so once she’s handed her room key card I grab the luggage and lead the way upstairs.
“Wow,” Lisa says, eyeing the floor to ceiling book cases encircling the landings that overlook the lobby. “Someone sure likes to read.”
“The owners collect first edition books. Sure fills up the time during the long Alaskan winter.”
A tense laugh escapes her. “I prefer indoor target shooting with a .22 pistol. Especially under the influence of alcohol—it’s good for a laugh.”
Her words sink in and I glance over my shoulder with a raised eyebrow. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
We arrive at the top and she shrugs. “Only if you’re stupid.”
I escort her to the largest suite on the second floor, room three. The inn is dead this week—no pun intended. Our busy time is winter and after the botched first attempt of a werewolf hunt earlier this summer, we’ve reverted to the normal off-season skeleton staff of thirty. Less people around should make it easy for Lisa to do her ghost-hunting task.
I stand to the side, allowing her to open the door with her card. A low whistle issues from her pink lips. Such soft-looking pink lips. 
Don’t go there, man. You know it will only end badly. 
“This place is really high end.” She steps in and gazes around at the dark wood and heavy fabrics done in shades of gold. Her attention is drawn to the windows. “Why are there metal shutters?”
“Do you understand what this place is?”
“It’s an elaborate—and remote—resort for the wealthy, right? There’s a bunch of places like this scattered all over the state.”
“Um… Well, not exactly. We cater to a very specific clientele.”
A smile lights up her face, transforming her from attractive to down-right hot. “OooOoo… that sounds mysterious. Do you need the shutters to make sure they don’t escape?” That cute snort is back. “You know those things are a fire hazard?”
Momentarily taken off-guard by the impulse to kiss her, I stutter my response. “Er…uh…” I point inanely to the ceiling. “There’s a sprinkler system and shit.”
“‘And shit?’ How old are you? Twenty?”
I stand straighter and try to look menacing. “Almost twenty-seven.” I wisely don’t add that I look younger due to my condition. “Served five terms in Iraq and Afghanistan.”
“I can tell.” She smiles again, this one softer with a hint of kindness I haven’t seen in years. “You’ve got ‘bad-ass’ written all over you.” Lisa tilts her head toward the windows. “Still doesn’t explain the severe storm-ready decor. Especially when it’s gorgeous outside.” She moves toward the shutters and pulls back a drape. “Can I open them?”
Reacting on instinct, I dart forward to grab her wrist as she reaches for the control knob. “No! I can’t be in the sun.”
She looks down at my wrist, a pointed look on her face. “You’re quick. But do you mind? I didn’t invite the touching.”
I drop her hand as if scalded. A muttered “sorry” escapes me before I retreat to the door. What the hell was I thinking? She must think I’m a total nut job.
Rubbing a hand over my shaved head, I’m unsure of what to do or say. I’ve got to tell her what I am so she understands about the sun. She’s a supernatural, too. She must know about all this stuff already, right? “Look… I’m like you. Different than normal humans.”
“Whoa!” Her attention is drawn to an empty corner. “Sorry, I didn’t notice you there.”
“Are you talking to me?” I ask.
Lisa waves a hand at me to be quiet. Frustration bubbles inside as I watch. 
 “Was this your room?” She’s silent for a few seconds. “Well, you know you’re dead, right?”
“Or undead.” I interject. “Depends on how you look at it.”
“What?” Lisa turns back to me. “Did you just say ‘undead’?” Her head whips back to the corner. “Excuse me?”
“You see, I’m a vam—”
“You’re joking. They’re real?” Lisa says in the direction of the armchair. “And what about you?” She gasps. “Oh, no. He did not!”
“Lisa,” I call her name, hoping to get her attention. Turning her head, she looks at me, wariness in her beautiful blue eyes.
She opens her mouth to speak exactly as I do. “Do you know someone named Joanna?”
“I’m a vampire.”
 



 
Chapter Three
Lisa
 
I wasn’t sure I heard what I think I heard. My gaze bounces between the female ghost named Joanna and Asa. “Did you just say ‘vampire’?”
They both nod.
“Yeah,” Asa says. “I thought you knew.”
The ghost continues her rant, drawing my attention again. “We were one big happy family.” She paces along the wall. “Vivian’s puppets.”
I don’t know who Vivian is and at the moment it doesn’t seem important. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the whole vampire thing. “Let me get this straight, you both are vampires?”
Asa answers. “Yes, but you don’t have to be afraid of me.”
“Like—” I look at him. “Dracula vampire? As in drink blood, turn into bats, sleep in coffins type of vampires?”
His brow furrows. “I don’t turn into a bat or sleep in a coffin. But yeah, the blood thing is true.”
“Oh,” is all I can manage. Sure, why not vampires. I mean, I’m a grim reaper. Plus, I’ve seen guardian angels and an elevator to the afterlife. So of course vampires could exist. Suddenly I feel like the main course on the menu. “Everybody here is a vampire?”
Asa takes a step toward me. I mirror his action and back up. “No, there are humans and…” He hesitates. “Werewolves.”
A slightly hysterical laugh slips from me. “Of course, where there’s a vampire there has to be werewolves.”
“Lisa.” He takes another step toward me but I hold up my hand, halting him. “I know it’s a lot to take in.”
I want to be cool about the whole paranormal mess I’ve landed in, but I’m not pulling it off. Why would Constantine send me into a den of vampires without telling me first? “Just give me a minute.” I turn back to Joanna. She’s frantic, like a caged animal needing to get free. The urge to grab her is nearly overwhelming, but I’ve never reaped a supernatural being before and have no idea what will happen. “Joanna, do you realize you’re dead?”
She stops and glares at me as if I just said I am going to stake her. I wonder if that really works on vampires. Since I have no intention of trying, I let that random thought drift away without being voiced.
“What did she say?” Asa asks.
“Nothing.” I glance at him. “I don’t think she realizes it.” Impulsively, I reach up to my neck and grip the raven charm dangling from my necklace. Given to me by my familiar, Fletcher, a raven that adopted me, the charm has kept me safe against the effects of my porter’s compulsions. I hope it has some magical properties against the paranormal crazy swirling around the room. “Do you understand me, Joanna? You’re dead.”
Blunt, but at this point, I’m making shit up as I go along.
“Dead?” She shakes her head, her short blond hair swinging around her face. “I’m dead?”
“Yes, but your soul is trapped here.” I inch toward her. “I can help you.”
Joanna’s attention focuses toward Asa and she points. “He killed me.”
I stop. “I’m sorry, what?”
“He killed me after we had sex.” A sob hiccups from her. “He did it…he did it…”
She appears unable to string coherent thoughts together. I take a deep breath and look at Asa. “Joanna says you killed her.”
“Fuck.” He places his hands on his shaved head, his eyes wide. “Fuck.”
“Is that true?” From his reaction I know it is, but I have to ask. “Did you kill Joanna?”
His shoulders slump and he lowers his hands. “Yes.” Our gazes lock for a few seconds. “But I had to—at least, I thought I had to.”
My gig is reaping people who are already dead. Actually killing somebody has never crossed my mind. Well, except for the cable guy who never shows up when he says he will. Asa’s confession is a lot to process and it takes all my willpower not to run screaming from the room. 
“Okay. Okay.” I blink several times trying to not completely freak out. Vampires, and one of them was a murderer. I am so killing Constantine when I get back to Anchorage. “I have to deal with Joanna first.” The whole reason I’m at this vampire hotel is to reap the souls. I focus on that. Having a purpose is the only thing keeping me sane at the moment. “Joanna.” I edge toward her until I’m within reach. She bares her teeth at me and hisses, just like in vampire movies, but I hold my ground. “I’m not going to hurt you. I want to help you.”
Her eyes follow my hand as I reach for her, but she doesn’t attack or run. The second my fingers connect, her body relaxes.
“What are you doing?” Asa says behind me.
“Joanna and I are going to have a little talk.” I smile at her. “Nothing more.”
She focuses are me and her gaze is more lucid than before. “I didn’t mean it,” she says.
“Didn’t mean what?” I have no idea what she’s talking about but I don’t want to alienate her now that I’ve got a hold on her.
“I wasn’t myself.” She glances at Asa. “Tell him I wasn’t myself. I wouldn’t have harmed her. Well, maybe I would have at the time.” Her confused eyes meet mine. “I feel better touching you.”
Without looking at him I repeat what she says. “Joanna wants me to tell you she wasn’t herself.”
A few seconds of silence pass before he answers. “I know.”
Drawn by the utter desolation in his tone I look at him. “What’s she talking about?”
“Vivian used Joanna for a time and she—Joanna—went a little nuts. Talked about draining Vivian.”
“And that’s why you killed her?” Going completely on instinct and what I’d seen in the movies, I suspect Vivian is the head honcho of vampires. Of course Asa would protect his master if she was threatened. The explanation makes sense and gives me the peace of mind I need. At least now I know I’m not in the room with a cold-blooded killer. “To protect Vivian?”
He nods. “But I shouldn’t have. I should have trusted Vivian to take care of the situation.” He swallows hard, his gaze boring into me. “Tell Joanna I’m sorry.”
My heart actually hurts for him. There is no doubt he’s been living with a lot of guilt. All I have to go on is my gut reaction, so I decide to trust what he’s telling me. I look at Joanna. “She can hear you.”
Joanna takes both my hands in hers, gripping them tightly. “Tell him I would have done the same thing and that I’m sorry.”
A buzz of energy ripples along my skin. Wow, these supernaturals have way more ectoplasmic juice than a human. The sensation hums through my body, giving me a jolt of pleasure which, at the same time, feels like it’s draining me. 
“She says she’s sorry too and that she understands.” I take a deep breath and exhale. I’m not sure how much longer I can handle the energy she’s pouring into me, or maybe sucking from me, so I decide to move the reaping along. “Hal.”
“Who are you talking to?” Asa asks.
“My porter.” I grip Joanna’s hands tighter. “He’ll take Joanna where she needs to go.” I glance around the room but there’s no expanding light that indicates his arrival. “Hal.” The damn porter is so contrary. Showing up when I don’t need him. Not making an appearance when I do. Clearing my throat, I look at the ceiling and holler. “Hal Lee Lewya, get your ass up here!”
I say up because I always assume he’s mucking around in Hell. It seems to be one of his favorite hangouts. And he’s made it quite clear he’d like to take me for a spin around the ninth circle of Hell just for fun. That’s why I keep my distance. Hal’s last reaper ended up in a mental institution after experiencing one of Hal’s hellish joyrides.
Five feet from us a thin line of pink light stretches. “About frickin’ time,” I mumble.
“Is he here?” Asa looks around the room. From his expression I can tell he’s skeptical.
“You might want to come and stand by me, Asa.” Hal doesn’t seem to have any effect on humans, but vamps might be a different story. “Just to be on the safe side.”
Asa’s eyes narrow, as if deciding if I’m serious. After a few seconds, he strides to where I’m standing. “I’m not saying I believe you, but—I’m not saying I don’t.”
“You don’t have to believe me.” I give him a humorless smile. “Doesn’t affect my job one way or the other.”
The light expands, dims, and an elevator door slides open.
“What the hell is that?” Joanna asks.
“That is Hal Lee Lewya, my porter.”
“Lisa, so nice to see you again.” He bows, tipping his orange, leopard top hat at the same time. When he straightens, his gaze skates to Joanna. “And what do we have here?”
Unlike the other times I’ve had a soul ready for him, Hal doesn’t sound all that pleased. “This is Joanna.”
“I didn’t ask who.” His upper lip curls in a partial sneer. “I asked what.”
Oh shit, was he seriously going to raise a stink about transporting a vampire? Maybe I was supposed to call a different porter, somebody who had experience with supernaturals. I decide to play it cool and act like I know exactly what I’m doing. “You know what she is so why are you asking?”
“I don’t do vampires.”
I would have propped my fists and my hips and scowled at him but I didn’t want to let go of Joanna. So I paste on my best glare. “You’re going to transport this vampire and whoever else I have for you.”
“Says who?” His yellow eyes peer at me over the top of his tiny round glasses, challenging me.
“If you don’t take these reaps I’m going to tell Constantine.” My smile spreads and I shake my head. “Never mind. When Constantine hears you wouldn’t transport the souls—souls he specifically sent me up here to reap, I’ll get a new porter. Which is great with me. So, bye-bye.”
Hal harrumphs and looks at the ceiling. There’s many layers to Hal, more than I could unpeel in my lifetime. But I’ve learned to read him in our short time together. One thing is certain. He’s afraid of Constantine.
“Fine.” He snaps open a black feather fan and waves it in front of his face. “I’ll reap your vampires, but it’s going to cost you.”
“Cost how?” No way am I giving up my soul or even touching him.
“Gold, sweetie. I do this as a specialty, but the ferryman isn’t so accommodating. He requires payment.”
“I’ve never had to pay before.”
“You’ve never reaped a vampire before.” He levels his gaze on Joanna. “They take special handling.”
“What’s going on?” Asa asks.
“Hal wants to be paid—in gold.” I look at him. “You don’t happen to have some gold bullion on you, do you?”
“No.” His hand dips inside his pocket and pulls out a circular piece of metal. “All I have is my challenge coin.”
My dad has a similar coin from his time on the police force. “Is that for serving in the war?”
“Not really. It’s a symbol for my battalion, the 503rd Infantry Airborne. It’s awarded for excellence. I carried it with me throughout my tours in Afghanistan.” His thumb rubs the embossed face for a second and then he hands it to me. “Maybe this will work.”
“No.” I can tell it means a lot to him. “We’ll figure out something else.”
“Take it.” He shoves it at me again. “It’s fitting that I use it to help Joanna.”
I hold onto the ghost with one hand, but reach with the other and lay it on Asa’s wrist. “Are you sure?”
Hal’s says, his interest piqued, “What is the young man offering?” 
Asa stiffens and slowly turns. “Holy shit. I see him.”
“You can?” Nobody but the souls I reap have been able to see Hal. I feel the least I should do is introduce everybody. “Asa, this is Hal, my porter.”
Hal straightens, and tosses his shoulder length curls over his shoulder. What a peacock.
“It’s an army coin. Kept me alive and focused while I served.” Asa clutches the small disc to his chest. The action is overdramatic. “Now that I think about it, I don’t want to give it up.”
I suspect his resistance is all show. This vampire is smart, zeroing in on Hal’s true nature. If he can’t have something, the porter wants it all the more.
“No, no, you offered and you can’t rescind on our bargain.” Hal leans out the elevator door but is unable to go any further. “Toss it here and I will transport the young lady to her destination.”
Asa hesitates just long enough to make a good show of it, then tosses the coin to Hal. The porter catches the enameled metal easily. He examines it for a few seconds and smiles. “Yes, this has value because it means something to you.” He looks up, his pleased expression disappearing. “But from here on out I require gold. Charon doesn’t deal in trinkets such as these.”
I have no clue where we’re going to find gold. Maybe Asa has an idea because I’m not giving up the few pieces of jewelry I own for this job. “Thank you, Hal. I appreciate your cooperation.”
“I don’t want to go with him.” Joanna yanks against my grasp. “I’m staying here.”
My body jerks and I nearly lose my balance, but Asa catches me. “Joanna, calm down.”
She lurches again. “You can’t make me.”
“What’s happening?” Asa wraps his arms around my waist, holding me steady.
“Wow, she’s really strong and doesn’t want to go.” I almost lose my grip on Joanna, but tighten my clasp. The pleasant buzzing I’ve been feeling turns to a raw burn. My legs start to quiver and I feel like she’s sucking the life out of me. “Joanna, please stop.”
Her gaze becomes unfocused and I can tell her lucidity is slipping away. “You can come with me.” She smiles and my blood turns to ice. This is not a woman I’d ever want to be alone with. Suddenly I’m glad Asa is with me. “We’ll go together.”
“No!” She jerks me out of Asa’s arms and launches us toward Hal. I’m off balance so I can’t stop our forward momentum. Thoughts of being sucked into the elevator send a wave of panic through me. Though I try to regain my footing, she’s too strong. “Joanna, let go!”
 



 
Chapter Four
Asa
 
I grab Lisa firmly in both hands and yank. It’s as if she’s being drawn forward by an unseen force. With one more tug, she stumbles back against my chest. The freaky door to I don’t know where closes while we watch. My arms wrap around her as I scan every corner of the room. There was no mistaking the panic and fear in her voice—something certainly had her in its grip a moment ago, even if the only thing I saw was the weirdly-dressed guy with the gold eyes.
“Thanks. That was a close call.” Lisa’s hands are pinned in front of her. “You supernatural types are certainly a challenge to reap.” A nervous giggle escapes her as she flattens her palms against my chest. My slow heart beat picks up, sending blood to areas I haven’t used in quite a while. Good to know all of me isn’t undead.
“Wow,” she croaks out. “You’re really built.”
Satisfied the threat has passed, I glance down at the tempting woman in my arms. Her blue eyes stare at me from under spiky blond hair. Do I respond? Damn, she’s cute when she’s flustered. A slow smile spreads across my face. 
“Is that a gun in your front pocket?” she asks, innocence dripping from her tone.
My fangs itch to descend and I tense. I can’t believe I’m sporting a woody the first time her body connects with mine. Might as well go with it, it’s not like a little harmless flirting will lead to anything. 
“No, darlin’. My gun is strapped to my right thigh.” God, it feels so nice to be touched. “On the outside of my leg.”
“Oh!” she squeaks. Her hands jerk on my chest and a blush spreads across her cheeks.
Damn, that just makes me want her more. My canines elongate and Lisa reacts, a shudder traveling down her back. 
Maybe it’s too much for her. I unwrap my arms and step back, putting distance between us. A depressed sigh leaks out of me. “Joanna told you what we are. You’re a reaper, who are you to judge?”
“Judge? Is that what you think I’m doing? What, a girl gets a little apprehensive when the guy snuggled up next to her has growing fangs and all of a sudden she’s judgmental?” She adjusts her shirt, drawing my eye to her luscious boobs. Lisa catches my look and clears her throat. “Hello? My eyes are up here.”
I glance to the corner where the glowing door disappeared. Why does this shit have to be so hard? I’m crazy to think a normal woman would want anything to do with me. I mumble “sorry” and sit in a club chair by the shuttered windows, adjusting my semi-hard state absently with one hand. “I don’t blame you if you were judging. After all, I did kill that woman you just reaped.”
“Hold on now. Joanna said she left you no choice. Was that true?”
I shrug, and stare at my hands on my thighs. “Vivian didn’t think so. She was pretty pissed.”
Lisa’s tone sounds contemplative, “She’s the head vampire, right?” At my nod she continues. “Well, it sounds like she acts as a parent to all of you here. I see why she’d be a little bent when one of her charges dies. My daughter was in a car accident last fall and ‘bent’ doesn’t begin to describe how I felt. More like distraught and borderline suicidal. Cut the old gal a break.”
A grim smile curves my mouth. “I bet she’ll be interested to hear that we truly do have souls.”
“Was that ever in question?” I glance at her sharply and it’s her turn to shrug. “Hey, how would I know? Who am I to question who has a soul or not? Sure, I’ve read books and watched movies about the ‘undead,’ but what does that term really mean anyway? How are you guys—for a lack of a better word—‘made’? It’s obvious if you have a soul. You were human once, right?”
Once. 
I wish I still was. There’s so much I’ll never get to have or do now that I’m like this. No family, no children, just me… alone… forever.
Buck up. You have Eric. And your dad is alive, so is your aunt.
Yeah, for now.
I steel my thoughts and push the old issues away. This existence here in Alaska is better than living with my aunt in Manhattan and I know I could be much worse off. My thoughts drift to Afghanistan and my face hardens. Yes, there could always be worse times.
“Whoa, now.” Lisa pulls me back to the present. “Your face got all spooky distant. Did I say something wrong?”
I stifle the urge to lean forward and hold her hand. There’s no way she’d want some blood-sucking fiend like me touching her. “It’s not you. I was thinking about when I was turned.” I meet her eyes and see something directed at me I haven’t seen in a long while—compassion. 
“Can you tell me? I’d like to hear how it works.”
“I was serving my fifth term in Afghanistan.” Hesitation and uncertainty grip me, I haven’t spoken of my ordeal with anyone. “It was… hell.”
Lisa leans forward in her chair, reaching out a hand and dropping it at the last instant. “What happened?”
I shake my head, unsure how much I want to relay. “Some parts are a blur. After three weeks in the field, we were on our way back to base camp. All I could think was how much I wanted a hot shower.” The smell of Wet Ones leaps into my mind. “We had to conserve water on those trips and the baby-wipes didn’t cut it for bathing.” My lips turn up at the corner. “My Aunt Cali used to send them by the case. We used the wet wipes for everything—from cleaning our guns, scrubbing dust off the windshield, to wiping our—” I catch myself in time. “You get the idea.” 
I risk a glance over at Lisa. She’s listening raptly, no judgment or fear on her heart-shaped face. “It was really dark that night, when we walked into the desert.” The night comes back to me, crystal clear, the memory chilling my slow-beating heart. “We stopped to relieve ourselves, each of us wandering into the darkness twenty feet or so from the humvee.” God, what idiots we were. Thinking we were safe so close to base camp. “I was jumped from behind. It happened really fast. I thought for a second it was one of my buddies—piling on as a joke.”
Lisa’s warm hand rests on mine, her hesitant touch more kindness than I expected. I stare at her soft, pale skin, basking in her warmth. “When I woke I had no idea how much time had passed. Some god-awful stench of body odor and rotting meat surrounded me.” The young mother’s hand tightens on my own, encouraging me to keep going. “Worse than mine and my buddies stench, if you can believe that. There was pressure on my chest. At first I thought maybe I’d been mistaken for dead and was under another corpse, awaiting transit.”
I quickly meet Lisa’s eyes and glance away, shamed by my fear of that night. “But then the body moved. It took me a moment to realize something warm was trickling down my neck… then I heard a gurgling sound and the shadows came together and I knew. Something was at my throat… feeding on me.
“I screamed and screamed, my arms flailing at whatever was on top of me. It pulled off my neck and stared into my eyes… and everything went dark again.”
“Oh God. How awful.” Lisa swallows and tugs my hand away from my lap to hold it in both of hers. “What happened next?”
I shake my head. “I’m not really sure. It wasn’t until later I learned how a vampire was made. You must be drained to the point of death, with your heart about to give out, then fed blood straight from a vampire for the ‘change’ to occur. Later that night I woke again, this time alone, miles from camp. I had all my gear with me and my chest was covered in dried blood. I checked and had no injuries, even the wound on my neck I thought I had was gone. I used my equipment to stagger in the correct direction toward camp.
“Eventually, a couple of soldiers on watch found me and took me to the infirmary. I was quickly stripped of my clothes while they checked for any wounds. They questioned me and I couldn’t think of anything to say that made sense—who would believe me? It happened to me and I wasn’t even sure what the hell really happened. I was given a bed and told not to leave, they wanted to observe me until my memory came back.”
Lisa’s thumb rubs over the back of my hand, soothing my jangled nerves. Has any woman cared enough to touch me in comfort since my aunt? 
I want to rush through the rest, and gloss over the details, unwilling to share the agonizing moments when I almost fed from my comrades. That twist of a sickening hunger in my gut for something so disturbing—I wanted to die. If I hadn’t left when I did, who knows what would have happened. No, I won’t share those parts.
I stand, pulling my hand from hers and run the warmed skin over my shaven head. “Once I realized what I was, I left. I didn’t want to kill anyone or risk accidentally turning them into a soulless creature of the night.”
The reaper cocks her head at me. “You’re being hard on yourself. My husband died in a car accident almost two years ago, which unfortunately left me alone, almost penniless, with our three kids. I don’t know specifically what you’ve experienced, but I understand the pain and confusion of loss. And you’re not so soulless from what I witnessed. Doesn’t that count for something?”
A new peace fills me at her observation. The same sense of purpose that filled me when I joined the Army almost a decade ago creeps across my awareness. “Yeah, maybe it does.”
Before we have a chance to say anything else, my phone rings. I dig it out from my pocket and see it’s Vivian.
“I have to take this,” I say to Lisa. “Why don’t you get settled in?”
She nods, her big blue eyes so filled with emotion I have to turn away before I give in to the urge to wrap my arms around her again.
I step into the hall, closing the door behind me, and click answer on the tiny screen. “Yes?”
“How’s it going so far?” The calm cool voice of Vivian reaches me. “Has she reaped any ghosts?” A note of disbelief colors her question.
“Oh, yeah. Turns out we do have souls and we’re a little more hard to ‘reap’ than an average human.”
“Really?” she sounds excited and slightly doubting. “That’s absolutely fascinating. Are you sure? Did you actually see her reaping a vampire soul?”
“No, I didn’t. I did see the doorway though. But there’s no way she was faking her conversation with Joanna. She said stuff even that John Edwards guy from Crossing Over would never have known.”
“Who?” she asks.
Before I have a chance to answer I hear Rafe’s voice in the background. “TV show, liebling. Psychic medium who talks to dead people.”
“Is that like the Bruce Willis movie you made me watch, ‘I see dead people’?”
“Yes, dear.”
Vivian snorts and returns her attention to me. “Okay, so she says we have souls. Good to know. Now what made the ‘reaping’ different than with a human?”
“Apparently we’re stronger and don’t want to let go.”
“Figures. Greedy in life and greedy in death, too.”
“Oh, that’s not the half of it,” I say.
“How so?”
“There’s this porter to the afterlife who shuttles the souls to their destination.”
“Like Charon and the River Styx?”
I have no idea who she’s talking about. “What’s that?”
“The minion from the underworld who used to ferry the dead between the worlds.”
“Uh, yeah. That sounds about right. Well, he requires payment for supernatural souls. Says we’re more work.”
“And did you pay him?”
“I used a battalion coin that I’ve carried since the war. He said it would do, for now. But next time he wants something ‘of value.’ He specifically asked for gold.”
“I can’t decide which is more amazing—that vampires have souls or that the ferryman is squeezing us for cash. Nope, I got it. Definitely more amazing that we have souls. I’ve always wondered…”
I hear Rafe laughing in the background. He’s much more used to dealing with my boss’s quirky sense of humor and violent mood swings than I am.
“This guy won’t take cash, of that I’m certain. Do we have any valuable coins on site, Vivian? I haven’t said anything to Lisa yet, but we’ve had a lot of people die here recently.”
“Oh yes, good point. There’s a hollowed-out book in the bookshelves on the second floor landing with a few gold coins in it.”
Who the hell keeps gold at their home? Oh yeah, my crazy vampire boss, that’s who. “There’s got to be several thousand books on the second floor. Can you narrow it down a little?”
“Hmmm… Let me see… In the reading loft, not on the landings exactly. Black spine in the second bookcase, at the top, on the right wall. Think the book is ‘The Art of War’ and it’s written in French.”
“Okay, I’ll get it before she does any more reaping.”
“Good. And Asa?”
“Yes, ma’am?”
“You stick to that woman like glue. If she learns anything she shouldn’t, you need to carefully remove the knowledge from her mind before she leaves. Can you do that?”
The image of staring into those big beautiful blue eyes comes to me, causing a lump in my throat. I will not fail in my job. “Yes, ma’am.”
A blood curdling scream rips from the room behind me.
 



 
Chapter Five
Lisa
 
My body slams against the far wall in an effort to get away from the approaching spirit. Creepy doesn’t begin to describe this guy. He’s the one I saw in the lobby, but he looks much more menacing now. White hair and goatee, lanky, and slinking toward me in a way that says he’s got one thing on his mind—taking a sip of Lisa.
With no knowledge of what vampire ghosts can and can’t do, I try to escape, but he has me pinned in my room and I can’t get to the door. I could run through him, but only as a last resort. A violent criminal passed through me once and I swear I still feel his taint on my soul. No telling what residual effect a vampire would leave.
He closes the distance and I lunge to the side. Before I can get around him, the spirit grabs me around the neck and slams me against the wall again. I don’t get paid enough to put up with this crap. Instantly his hand tightens.
“No.” I squeak out. My breath stutters with each painful bit of pressure. “What do you want?”
A feral smile spreads across his thin lips. “You.”
My body lifts from the floor. I kick my feet but they go right through the ghost. Now I’m eye level with him. His eyes hold a kind of crazy I’ve never seen. Unlike Joanna, my touch doesn’t seem to have a calming effect on him. Another minute like this and I’ll pass out and crazy vamp will have his way with me. Being a reaper was bad enough. Being a vampire reaper—well that would totally suck.
I scream as loud as I can. Before I form a coherent plea his mouth covers mine. It’s worse than when creepy Tony kissed me in seventh grade. All tongue and spit. The spirit’s kiss feels like he’s climbing inside me, trying so possess my body. I’m completely helpless. Unable to get free. Unable to breathe.
Relief washes through me when the door slams open and Asa charges to my rescue. The ghost releases my mouth and cranes his head to look at Asa. He bares his fangs at the intruder, but I’m fairly certain Asa can’t see him.
I gasp, drawing in a full breath. “He’s trying to possess me.”
With speed like I’ve never seen, Asa races across the room and yanks me to him. “Who? Where is he?”
I’m panting, not in a I’m being held by a sexy vamp way, but in a sustaining consciousness way. “White hair, goatee.”
“Shit.” Asa’s gaze scans the room but obviously he doesn’t see the spirit. “It’s Ivan.”
The ghost growls and starts toward me again. “He’s coming. Kiss me?”
Asa’s eyes round. “What?”
“He’s trying to gain possession of me through my mouth. Kiss me.”
Without hesitating he drags me to him and lowers his mouth to mine. Sweet vamps that’s nice. For a few seconds I forget about the encroaching danger. Asa’s lips are soft and extremely skilled. I open my mouth slightly to try and speak but his tongue delves inside. Whatever I was going to say can wait.
My eyes drift closed and his hand slides down to rest against the curve of my butt. I can feel his arousal and for the first time in well over a year I want nothing more than to explore what other tricks this vampire has up his sleeve—or in his pants.
A cold burn slashes through my arm and I gasp again. The creepy old vampire has a hold of me. Remembering why I’m at the inn, I pull back slightly and speak against Asa’s mouth. “I need to get him to Hal.” I circle my arm and grip the ghost’s wrist. “But we need gold.”
“Vivian told me where we can find some,” he replies, not letting our lips part. “But we need to get to the correct bookcase to find it.”
I give a little nod and wrap my free arm around his neck. “We can’t stop kissing or he’ll try to possess me.”
Beside me the spirit chuckles. “What are you?” he asks.
I shift my eyes to look at Ivan. “I’m a grim reaper.”
“Is he talking to you?” Asa asks. 
“Yes.” My lips are still pressed against Asa’s delicious mouth. “He wants to know what I am.”
“Crazy fuck.” Asa turns us and takes a step toward the door. “Keep a hold of him.”
I nod and let him guide me out of the room, pulling Ivan with me.
“You can stop kissing him. I promise I won’t try to possess you.” The ghost’s grip loosens on my arm but I still keep hold of him. “Tell me more about being a grim reaper.”
I don’t trust the spirit for a second. No way do I want Ivan wearing a Lisa suit, running around the inn killing people. Plus I don’t want to stop kissing Asa, so I ignore him. We maneuver our way along the hall and toward a reading area.
“She said it’s a black book. ‘The Art of War.’” Asa stops in front of a towering bookcase. “French version.”
“I don’t read French.” I angle my body and scan the hundreds of books. “Do you?”
“A little.” His gaze skates along the collection and then he points. “Up there, but I can’t reach it.”
“Really, child, this is ridiculous,” Ivan says. “You have my word as a gentleman. I won’t possess you.”
I don’t trust the ghost but we need the coins. “Okay.” I look into Asa’s eyes. “Grab them—quickly.”
“I promise I won’t let anything happen to you,” he says.
“This one is so noble.” Ivan gives a disgusted laugh. “Too much so, I think.”
Unwinding my arm, I take a deep breath and step away from Asa, praying Ivan keeps his word.
Asa springs into action and grabs a nearby library ladder to reach the book. “Call the porter.”
“Hal!”
Ivan cocks his head. “And what will you do with me now, reaper?”
“Hal!” Where is that damn porter when I need him? I level a stare at Ivan. My heart beats a thousand beats a minute. Partially from the contact with Asa, but mainly because this spirit is like nothing I’ve encountered. I pray Hal won’t give me a bunch of crap about taking him. “I’m delivering you to the porter. He knows where you go.”
Ivan’s white eyebrows lift in surprise. “You mean Hell?”
“Not necessarily, but in your case that’s probably a good bet.”
He throws back his head and laughs. The sound sends shivers through me. It’s maniacal, bordering on downright crazy. After a few seconds he looks at me again. “Well, you know what they say, you go to Heaven for the climate—”
“Yes, ‘and Hell for the company.’ I’ve heard that.” Unlike Joanna this spirit doesn’t seem to fear the great beyond. “I’m sure you have a lot of friends there.”
“No doubt.” He strokes his translucent goatee. “No doubt.”
The tell-tale pink band of light elongates far too close for my comfort. I pull Ivan back a few feet. The light dims and the elevator door slides open. At the same time I hear a jangle of coins above me. 
“Hurry!” I yell, worry clouding my tone.
Asa jumps from the ladder and grabs me again, pressing his lips to mine. I could really get used to this.
“Jesus, Lisa, what is going on here?” Hal sounds like an indignant father. “Why is that vampire pawing you?”
“Coin,” I say against Asa’s mouth, ignoring Hal. “I need the coin.”
He presses it into my hand. “Is the porter here?”
I’m tempted to say no because he’s facing away from the door and I don’t want the kissing to end. But I also don’t like a crowd. This might be my last chance to grind against this smokin’ hot vampire. I’m turning into such a slut. “Yes.” I toss the coin to Hal and he catches it in his bejeweled hand. “Gold.”
Hal examines the coin and then lifts it to his mouth and bites. A white smile curves the corners of his lips. “It will do.”
It damn well had better, because I didn’t have anything else. I break our kiss but don’t let go of Asa. “Will you go?”
Ivan looks at me and then at Hal. “You look like a man who would be amenable to a little harmless torment and torture.”
Tipping his head to the side, Hal points his silver tipped walking stick at Ivan. “What other kind is there, my friend?” He steps aside, indicating that Ivan should enter the elevator. “Shall we take a turn around the circles of Hell and see what mischief we can stir up?”
“A grand idea.” Ivan looks at me. “My apologies for the possession. I fear my mind is not always sound and you people are irresistible to control.” He gives me a super creepy smile. “But I don’t think I’ll have to worry about that anymore.”
He slips from my grasp and voluntarily enters the elevator. They both nod their heads in my direction as the door eases closed. Normally I try to prevent Hal from dragging my clients to Hell. In this case I couldn’t care less.
“Are they still here?” Asa asks.
I’m evil. I openly admit that, but I don’t want our moment to end. I gasp and turn back to him, winding both arms around his neck. His mouth instantly captures mine and his arms wrap about my waist. I open to him again, letting his tongue take the lead.
It slides against mine, caressing and teasing. My body presses against his and I feel him respond. Wow, does he respond. A quiet moan of pleasure escapes me, vibrating into his mouth. The sound seems to amp up his desire. He cups my ass and pulls me against him. If it was just Asa and me in the inn I’d have him stripped and straddled on the ground like a calf at a roping competition. But we’re not alone, so after a few more glorious seconds of kissing, I sigh and break the kiss.
“They’re gone.” I let my arms drift across his shoulders and lower them to my side. “Thanks.” I step back. “You saved my life.”
He clears his throat and shoves his hands in his front pockets. “Anytime.”
“Really?”
Asa’s gaze drops to the floor but he doesn’t answer me. Obviously I’m being way too forward. Poor guy, he’s probably never been mauled by a randy mom with three kids before. I search for a topic change. “So, I reaped a human guy hanging out in my bathroom. Jean-Pierre, I think he said his name was.”
“He was one of Ivan’s kills.” He looks at me. “No problems with Hal on transporting him? You didn’t need gold?”
“No, he was human. No gold required.”
I move to the bookcase. Suddenly things between Asa and me feel awkward. Shame. I wouldn’t mind experiencing some of his mad kissing skill again—or more. I’ve been a widow for nearly two years. When I say it’s been a dry spell, I mean even my vibrator needs dusting off. Until Asa, my libido has been running on a trickle charge. Sure I’ve had naughty thoughts about Constantine, and there was even a zing of sexual tension between Nate and me once, but nothing like I’m feeling for Asa. One thing I’ve learned is life is too short. At least in my life it is. Who knows about the vampires? They’re probably immortal unless somebody takes them out.
Deciding I’ve spent too long waiting to get what I want, I take a deep breath and face him. “So, wanna make out?”
 



 
Chapter Six
Asa
 
I give a strangled laugh, knowing she’s trying to smooth over an awkward situation. My body shakes, struggling to process the past few minutes. Those kisses were fucking incredible. Whether I’m able to ever bite her or not, there’s no denying I want her with every fiber of my being.
I close my eyes and take a deep breath I don’t need, silently willing my erection to pass. Visually blocking out Lisa while she recovers from the experience doesn’t help—all I picture is the blatant desire I saw in her bright blue eyes.
It’ll never work, you fool. A vampire lover you can’t bite? What’s the point? 
Maybe it’s not about feeding from everyone, okay? Maybe it’s about the closeness and sense of peace associated from simply being with someone. Someone who cares.
Do you hear yourself? You’ll slip one day and bite her, bringing her the most agonizing pain she’ll ever experience in her life. Did you learn nothing in New York?
Shut up! There’s always bagged blood. I could do this, I could resist biting her.
And if you’re wrong? She’ll look at you with fear and revulsion. Just like Katie did. And Leslie. And even the bartender, Ray—that one night when you were hurt in a bar fight against three werewolves. Should I go on? Or would you prefer to kill her like those “accidents” in Afghanistan?
I grind my teeth in frustration, wishing I could snap off my fangs in the process.
Lisa’s hesitant voice draws me out of my self-flagellation. “Asa, are you okay?”
My eyes snap open, zeroing in on the blond temptress with the unsure smile on her face. I made her doubt herself by pulling back after she reaped Ivan. I’ve hurt her and all we’ve done is shared a kiss.
Okay, well, maybe dozens of steamy, toe-curling kisses I’d like nothing better than to repeat, but still. Above all, I don’t want to bring more pain to someone who’s lost her husband. 
“Yeah, I’m okay.” I scan the reading parlor and move down the hall toward her room, not wanting to meet her sharp gaze. “Or, I will be. That was way more intense than I bargained for. Will all supernaturals be that difficult to reap?”
“Difficult to reap?” She follows me, a confused note in her voice. Probably hoped I’d talk about our kissing. Yeah, I’m going to avoid that topic like the plague. “Uh…honestly? I have no idea. Have I mentioned I’m not very experienced at reaping yet?”
I resist smiling and nod. Maybe reminding her of what I am will douse her interest in me. “I need to eat. We should go to the dining room and plan the rest of your reaping.”
“Eat?” she squeaks as we cross the threshold into her suite.
Good job, bastard. There’s the fear again.
“Yeah. Don’t worry, it won’t be you. I drink bagged blood.” A sardonic grimace forms on my mouth. “We’re very civilized here in the north.” 
Her shoulders slump and she looks exhausted. “Okay, look. I’m not sure what just happened here, but I’m bushed. Can you wait a few more minutes and we talk up here? I’m really not inclined to go wandering around this place unsure of whom I’ll run into, if you know what I mean.”
There were only three gold coins in that carved-out book. She’s got a point. We’ll need to get more. I nod, still not trusting myself to speak when I want to rush over and kiss her again.
“And holy cow, are you guys that hard to kill in real life? Both vamp spirits were stronger than anything I’ve felt.” She flops down in her chair and I move to settle into mine. “Not that I have much to compare it too, but still. I need to call my partner.”
“Partner? You mentioned one before. Why were you sent up here alone if you have a partner?”
A calculating look enters her eyes. “That’s exactly what I intend to find out later.” She glances at her watch. “It’s after ten. I’ll call him tomorrow morning. When do you want to get started with the rest, and how many are there?”
“At least six more I know of. And two are werewolves.” 
She bolts upright in her comfy chair. “Holy crap, I forgot about them. I wonder if they’ll be as resistant as the vampires.”
I school my features, feeling a smile coming at her reaction. Need to focus on the job, not how cute she is. “I don’t know but we’ll find out.”
She shudders, the ripple traveling up and down her body, a grossed-out sound spilling from her lips. “Ugh.” Her face sets in a determined mask. “Stupid people are so much easier. Wow, I still can’t believe this.”
“You’re doing great. But I understand where you’re coming from, it’s a lot to take in. Hell, I’ve been turned now almost three years and I’m still freaked out by it.” I scoot to the end of my chair, pulling a hotel notepad and pen across the table. “Okay, let’s talk about who needs reaping.”
I quickly jot down the names of the recently deceased on the property that I know. “Where do you think we should look for them? Near where they died?”
Lisa nods. “That’s as good a place as any to start, but the souls aren’t bound to a location. How big is the resort?”
“Fifteen square miles. Surrounded by miles of nothing and then we reach the Coldfoot State Park.”
She groans, annoyance clear. “That could be like searching a needle in a haystack.” Resolve crosses her face. “I can do this. I need the money.”
“You get paid?” Surprise colors my tone.
Lisa’s eyes narrow. “Of course. What do I look like, an idiot? Don’t answer that. It’s a job, and one I’m uniquely qualified for.” She puffs up a little with pride. “Trust me, there aren’t a lot of reapers in the world.”
“I gathered that. Especially since no supernatural I know has mentioned them.” I tap the list I made, desperate to focus on work and not how good it felt to hold her against me. “Vikram, he’s the Indian fellow you described in the lobby. He’s a vampire.”
“How did they all die?”
I think back to the bloody mess of the gym after Vivian ripped off Vikram’s head. And how Emiko sliced up Sanji with a sword, spelling out words on her chest with well-placed cuts. How will Lisa react to those details? Do I really want to freak her out more? “Is that important?”
She waves a hand. “Probably not. Let’s move on.”
“Bebe is a tall, dark-skinned woman. Looks like she could be a South American super model. She died near the greenhouse—also a vamp.”
“You guys have a greenhouse?”
“Actually, we have several. They grow vegetables for the human guests and employees. The resort is designed to be self-sufficient.”
“Very cool. Wish they had something this nice for regular people.” She glances around the room at the expensive furnishings and fabrics. “Although I probably couldn’t afford it.”
I could give her part of my cut from the hunt earnings this past winter. When am I ever going to need that much money?
Do you hear yourself? Contemplating how you can help her? Forget it! You can’t have her. Let it go.
I tamp down a sigh and concentrate once again on the mission. “Melvyn and Deneishia are both werewolves. One died in a cabin and the other in the hotel basement.” She nods, staring intently at the names. “Emiko died at the hangar and Sanji by the ski slopes.”
Lisa rubs her eyes. “Okay, then. That’s a start. We’ll check out those locations tomorrow.” I nod, sensing our time together is at an end, but reluctant to leave. “Does this place have room service? I’d like to get a little something before bed. I skipped dinner in all the excitement.”
“Yeah, it does.” I gesture to the phone by her bed. The comfortable looking bed she’s going to be stretched out and sleeping in later. Alone. “Just call and someone will bring up a meal shortly.”
“Great, thanks.”
I stand and head toward the door, unsure of how to say goodbye after the physical intimacies we shared.
“Asa?”
I turn back, squashing the unexpected burst of joy bubbling inside from her calling out my name. “Yes?”
“What time do you want to start? I wasn’t sure what your… umm… sleeping requirements might be.”
“I’ll conk out at what would normally be sunrise and with help, I’ll be up a little after noon. How about I come find you then?”
She nods, not looking my way, attention focused on the nightstand holding the phone. “Okay then. Goodnight.”
“Nite.” I close the door behind me, barely resisting the urge to apologize for pretending I was unaffected by our kissing. I hate the thought of hurting her, but I need to stay focused on this job. For her sake as well as mine.
 
 
I trek to my suite of rooms in the basement, next to the command center, with a jumbo travel mug of bagged blood in hand. The secret door slides open to reveal Eric, my little brother and newly turned werewolf, on duty at the elaborate security desk, focusing on his laptop and not the screens. No reason to chew him out since we don’t have any guests at the moment—we keep up a steady duty rotation to make sure we’re always in the habit.
“Whatcha working on?”
“Nothing,” he mumbles and closes the lid.
Hmm… What the hell is he up to, and why won’t he tell me? I squash the urge to make him, honoring the promise that I’d never mind control him or his best friend Pat who also lives on the resort.
“Okay, suit yourself. Did you see our new arrival?”
“The blonde with the nice tits and ass? Yeah, man. I’m not dead.” He smirks at his own humor. “Like you.”
“Ha ha. You’re a regular comedian. So clever. Witty, too.” I drive back at him with retorts—as he would expect. “Don’t know how the ladies resist you. Oh wait, must be the wet dog smell from your frequent changes. Told you to shower more.”
He smiles and chucks an empty paper cup at my head. It sails past and hits the cinderblock wall behind me. “So close.”
“That’s what she said.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Hey, are you hitting on this chick or can I go after her?”
Shock boils inside me. “Dude, she has three kids. And she’s like a decade older than you.”
Eric shrugs, a grin showing his newly repaired broken tooth. “A hot MILF? Fuckin’ A. Think she likes younger guys?”
I snort, unworried about his teasing, having a feeling it’s on purpose because he saw us kissing on the security monitors in the reading parlor. “That might be the case if you had any experience. But damn… two tours in Iraq and then stuck here after you became all furry? I don’t think you’ve got a chance impressing her.”
He mimics a blow to the chest. “Damn. That’s harsh.” His sharp, knowing eyes turn speculative. “Think you do?”
I lean against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a job to do.”
“Right.” He nods like a bobble-head doll, full-on obnoxiousness churning below the surface. “Protecting Vivian and following every precious command out of her mouth. Who’s not here, by the way.”
I stare above his head, resisting the urge to pummel him. “You know it’s not like that, man. She hardly needs anyone to protect her.”
“Hmph. After the shit that went down in Argentina I’m not so sure you’re right.”
“Whatever. She’s fine now. You heard the tales from Drew and Paul about Rafe killing those vamps. Those two really never needed us here for extra protection.
“But you don’t get it—I made a choice. Vampires aren’t like a pack of hormone driven randy dogs,” he growls as I plunge ahead, “we’ve got a hierarchy. Rules and shit. And not following those rules will get me hunted down and unceremoniously killed. Besides,” I shrug and look away, “Vivian isn’t so bad. I’ve followed men in the Army I respected less.”
“Fine. Whatever you say. She scares the beejesus out of me. I’m glad I deal with Jon more than her. I get the feeling she thinks of me as a pet. I keep waiting for her to smile and pat me on the head.”
“Well, there is the whole dog thing to consider.”
“Bite me. Seriously, is there some rule you can’t have fun either? Go after the MILF. Live a little, you undead bastard.” He smiles again at his double entendre.
I sigh, letting the tension ease out of me. “It’s not as simple as you’re making it.”
“Really? What’s the problem? Your dick stopped working when you turned? Seems like we’ve had enough orgy-loving guests here that would dispute such a problem.” His face crashes. “Dude. Do you need Viagra? The undead parts don’t want to work right?”
I laugh, the sound bouncing off the stark walls. “Ahh, no.” I think back to the instant arousal when Lisa was plastered against me after she escorted Joanna to the glowing door. “That’s not my problem.”
“What is it then?”
I hesitate, torn on whether to say anything or not. Might as well pull the Band-Aid off as quick as I can. “I don’t drink directly from humans anymore. And I haven’t been intimate with one since I was in Manhattan working for Cy.”
“Okay, so what? You worried you won’t last? Yank it before you make an attempt. That should do the trick.”
“No, I’m not worried about coming too quick, but gee, thanks for the obvious life tip.” Remorse fills me as I recall the horror I put past lovers through. “My bite brings excruciating pain to a human. Like screaming—poison through the veins—ready to do anything to get the hell away from me type of pain. Didn’t have the problem with Joanna, so I’m guessing it’s only humans.”
“Oh man, that sucks. No pun intended that time, I swear.” He looks deep in thought. “Either you could fill up on blood ahead of time so you’re not tempted to bite,” his face scrunches in disgust, “during the ‘moment.’ Or you avoid the temptation altogether and never make a pass at her.”
Temptation? He has no idea. Temptation has nothing to do with it.
Katie had to be hospitalized for a month and refused to see me, during her stay or after. Leslie told me she’d stake my ass if I ever came near her with an open mouth again. Ray quit the bar and had to have his mind wiped. He swore if he knew freaks like me existed he never would have taken the extra pay no matter how desperate he was. After that, Cy insisted I stick to bagged blood only. 
“I’m going with option number two—never make a pass at her. I like her too much to have her look at me with revulsion and hatred.”
 



 
Chapter Seven
Lisa
 
The next morning I wake at seven o’clock. For a minute I’m confused about where I am. Then I remember I’m in a hotel that caters to vampires and werewolves. Even though nobody bothered me, not even the spirits haunting the place, I didn’t sleep very well. The whole possibility of being attacked put a damper on the zzzs I needed.
Maybe a shower will revive me. I have a feeling today is going to be busy. The room is pitch black. What I want is to open the metal shutters and let the sun in. I need this. It feels like the only thing that will ground me in this weird adventure. But that wouldn’t be good if Asa comes in. I hesitate. He’ll probably knock first and I’ll be able to close the shutters before I let him in. At least I hope so. Having him burst into flames and crumble to a pile of ash isn’t my idea of a great start to a day. Plus, with it being so early I figure he won’t be up for hours.
The sunlight streams into the room and illuminates it with gold light. Even though it’s morning, the sun doesn’t set. I stand in the rays for a minute, breathing deeply and attempting to clear my mind. Today is going to be trying. I feel it in my reaper bones. Already I’m missing my kids. Their fighting, messes, and all around chaos that follows them. The only redeeming qualities about this assignment are the great accommodations and my hot helper.
He might be another reason I couldn’t sleep. Kissing Asa churned up lots of naughty thoughts. But I need to be realistic. I’m a mother of three and he’s a smokin’ sexy vampire. Not the ideal combination. His reaction to our kisses had me all kinds of confused. At first he seemed to be into it, but after Ivan was reaped, he seemed to shut down. Maybe his tastes run toward sexier twenty-somethings and not hockey moms. 
Opening my eyes, I sigh and secure the shutters again. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. After clicking on the lamp, I gather my toiletries and clothes and head to the bathroom. My phone call to Constantine can wait until I’m feeling human again. Then he’s going to get an earful. 
I brace my hands against the wall of the tiled shower and the let spray beat against my back. I have a tiled shower at home, but no way does it come close to this sleek style. Actually mine echoes the 1970’s. Harvest gold tiles and a faux black marble counter top. Classic design. The hot water washes away some of the aches and grogginess. Everything about this place is perfect—even the water pressure. Too bad it’s full of vampire ghosts who seem bent on dragging me to Hell or possessing me. 
Once I’ve lathered and scrubbed, I rinse and towel off. I could get use to these creature comforts and make a mental note to demand a bigger bonus for this job. After all, I deserve it. Maybe I can buy some plush towels or a new shower head with fifteen spray settings. I’m not hard to please.
After slipping on my sweats I head into my room. What I want is coffee. Lots of it. Asa said there was room service. Last night I was too tired to wait up for food. Now I’m hesitant to call but I don’t think I’ll be able to wait until he wakes up to eat. My body supports carbs and gets cranky when it’s not fed on a regular basis.
Throwing caution to the wind, I pick up the phone and press the room service button. Instantly my call is answered. The woman on the other end is friendly and eager to be of service. I wonder if she knows who, or more like, what I am. After placing my order I hang up. I need to call Constantine but it’s better if I wait until I’m fed—for both of us. 
Despite my initial apprehensions about ordering, the food arrives within fifteen minutes, carried by a smiling woman. She appears human. At least not a vampire. Since my knowledge of werewolves is limited to my encounter with Jon, I can’t say whether or not she’s fully human.
My stomach growls when the aroma of sausage and eggs hit me. After setting up the meal the woman turns to me. “Is there anything else you need?”
A thousand questions tumble through my mind but I don’t ask. It wouldn’t be right prying for details. There was a good reason why this place was so well hidden. Probably the less I know the better. “No, thank you.”
She leaves me with more food than I’ll be able to eat—but I give it the old college try. Sated, I crawl onto the bed and grab my phone. Reclining, I get comfortable. I don’t know how long this conversation will be but I definitely want to speak my piece.
The phone rings. There’s a hint of an echo on the other end of the line. Cell towers are few and far between up here. I’m just happy I have connection.
“Carron?” Constantine’s voice sounds worried on the other end. “You all right?”
“Hello to you, too.” I smile at his concern even though I’m still miffed about coming to the inn clueless. “Why wouldn’t I be all right? Something you forgot to tell me?”
Silence stretches on the other end of the line. Then he clears his throat. “I didn’t forget.”
“Oh,” I say, my head nodding like a dancing parrot. “Just didn’t feel it was important to tell me about the vampires. Oh—oh—and the werewolves.”
“Look.” He hesitates. “You wouldn’t have believed me or gone if I told you. We needed you up there to clear the spirits before the owners return.”
“About that. We’ve run into a few problems.”
“Such as?” His words are terse, as if expecting me to make more excuses as to why I can’t do this job.
“Such as Hal won’t take these reaps without gold. So if we don’t find more, this job is dead in the water. No pun intended.”
A muffled curse wafts through the phone. “That can be dealt with. If I know that crafty redhead, and I do, I’m sure Vivian has some stashed away.”
“Asa is checking it out, but I’m just saying, the three ghosts I’ve reaped might be it.”
“Three? Just how many are there?”
Obviously he hadn’t lied about thinking this job would be a few reaps. “I know there’s at least two ghosts hanging around, but Asa says there’s six more. I’ve stopped asking how and why there are so many.”
“I’m sure you can handle it, Carron.” His voice has lost the concern and is now all about pumping up the team spirit. But in an I’m the boss and you’ll do what I say way. “Anything else?”
“Yeah, there is. That bonus you promised, well you need to increase it by ten times. So far one spirit tried to drag me into the elevator to Hell and another attempted to possess me.”
“Possess you? How did you stop them?”
Telling Constantine that I snogged a hot vamp wouldn’t win me any credibility points. “That’s not important. What is important is that either I get hazardous duty pay or I’m out of here. Besides, Nate should be reaping all these spirits. Violent death and all.”
“Supernaturals fall under you.”
For a few seconds I’m speechless. “When did we make that rule? I don’t remember reading that in my job description.”
“You’re special, Carron. That’s why you have a familiar and that’s why Hal Lee Lewya is your porter.”
Constantine had a habit of talking in half-explanations, which left me to decipher the rest of the truth. Anybody who knows me would understand how unwise that is. My imagination far outweighs my skills of deduction. If I can’t figure it out, I make the crap up.
“What do Hal and Fletcher have to do with it?”
“Familiars are rare and only choose reapers with… extra skill. And Hal is a powerful porter. One of the most powerful as a matter of fact. That’s why he can transport supernaturals. That makes you the perfect reaper for the job.”
“Well, those might have been important points to explain to me before now, don’t you think?”
He gives a noncommittal grunt.
The urge to tell him what he could do with the job wars with the knowledge that I now have some serious leverage power. If I am the only reaper able to handle these spirits then I should demand more for my services. “Then I suggest you make this job more appealing to me or I’m coming home.”
“You’re getting a bonus.”
I don’t reply, letting my silence be my answer.
After a few seconds he sighs. “Fine, Carron. I will give you a thousand per supernatural soul you reap.”
My mouth drops open. I hadn’t expected that much. He must really need these souls reaped. I snap my mouth shut, certain he can see or somehow sense my shock. Like I said, I’m not sure Constantine is human. I mirror his sigh, acting as if the offer is barely acceptable. “I’ll do this, but I’m not thrilled about it.”
“Yeah, yeah.” By his tone I can tell he knows I’m lying. “Anything else?”
“No.” I shake my head. “I think that’s it—for now.”
“Knock’em dead, Carron.”
I scowl. “Funny.”
I end the call and set my phone on the table. Suddenly I’m tired again. Maybe it’s the relief of knowing I’m going to get a big-ass bonus after this job. I’m already at three thousand dollars. Sliding down the headboard, I snuggle into the soft pillow. I hate to admit it but I hope there’s a lot more ghosts on the property, and that we find more gold. My eyelids drift closed. Just a quick nap and I’ll be ready to hit the reaping hard. Besides, it will be hours before Asa wakes up.
I bolt upright when somebody knocks on the door. It takes a minute for me to get my bearings. I glance at the clock. It’s nearly one in the afternoon. The knock sounds again. “Coming.” The room is dark. I stumble to the door and pull it open. Asa is standing on the other side, looking delicious but still a little tired. “Hey, I must have fallen back to sleep.”
He smiles and my heart beat quickens. I wonder if he can hear it with his heightened senses. At least, I assume he has über hearing and smell. Maybe even some of that bionic vision. “Good, we’ve got a busy day.”
I step out of the room. “How did you sleep?”
“Like the dead.”
“Ha.” I pull the door closed behind me. “Good one.”
“It never gets old.”
“I bet.” We make our way to the stairs. I’m itching to get started and rack up some more bonuses. “So where to first?”
He places his hand against my lower back as we descend the steps. It feels nice but I school my reaction. “The ski lodge. Hopefully we’ll find Sanji there.”
“Sounds good.”
At the bottom of the stairs Asa leads me through the dining room to a small storage room off the kitchen not accessible to the public. We descend a spiral staircase into the basement. “We’ll use the underground tunnels because of the sun.”
Questions pop into my mind but I don’t ask them. As curious as I am, sometimes less knowledge is better. I follow him down the steps and out another closet into what looks like some kind of massive observation room with half a dozen security monitors. “Wow, who knew all of this was below the inn.”
“Security is very important due to the nature of our guests.” He skirts a desk. “We wouldn’t want an unsuspecting human wandering on to the property.”
“Does that happen?” I can’t imagine anybody wandering this far out. The place is nearly inaccessible except by plane.
“Not often, but there are a few airstrips the hunting guides use. It would take a lot to get here and it did happen this past May.”
“They wandered on to the resort?”
Asa’s face sets into a hard mask. “They did a lot more than just wander.”
He leads us down a hall to a submarine-type door with an electronic keypad. He taps in a code and the door swings outward, exposing a narrow tunnel. I’m not claustrophobic but being underground with a vampire is a little daunting. Lights illuminate the hallway, so at least I’m not maneuvering in the dark. The farther in we travel I see other tunnels branching off the main vein we’re in.
“This is amazing.” My initial panic turns to awe. “Usually the permafrost wrecks anything underground.”
“Vivian hired engineers who specialize in Arctic construction.” He turns down another hall. “You can do that when you’ve got the funds.”
“Must be nice,” I mumble.
We make another turn and I freeze. “Asa.”
He stops and looks at me. “What?”
“Handsome Indian guy about ten yards away.” I point. “He’s…lounging against the wall.”
Asa looks but of course can’t see him. “Vikram.”
“Do I need to be worried about this one?”
“I don’t think so. As vamps go, he was a good one. Well, until he became addicted to Were blood.” Asa digs in his pocket and fishes out a gold piece. “Here, let’s make this quick.”
Taking the gold, I nod. “Right, quick.” I paste on a smile and slip past Asa. He stays close to me. I assume in case he has to pucker up if this guy decides to possess me. “Hi.”
The ghost gives a single nod but doesn’t say anything, only watches me.
“My name is Lisa and I’m a grim reaper.” The introduction sounds stupid but I haven’t come up with anything better yet. “I’d like to help you cross.”
A serene smile curls the corners of his mouth. “It’s nice to meet you, Lisa. I am Vikram.”
Some of the tension eases from me. The guy doesn’t appear to be threatening. “Hi, Vikram.” I inch forward. Asa is practically pressed against my back. “Would you like me to help you?”
“What is he saying?” Asa whispers.
“We’re just getting to know each other.” I smile at Vikram. “He can’t see you.”
“Obviously.” The good-looking ghost cocks his head. “I think he likes you.”
I keep my face passive. “Really?”
“Yes, he’s been very attentive since you arrived.” His smile spreads. “More than I’ve seen with anybody except Vivian. And of course, he doesn’t have much choice in the matter with her.”
“He’s just helping me clear the spirits.” 
Vikram’s words make butterflies erupt in my stomach. I want to believe Asa is attracted to me but that might be more ego than reality. “So, what do you think? Can I help you cross?”
His expression turns contemplative. After a few seconds he says, “Yes, I think I would like that.”
My eyes widen. “You would?”
“Yes.” He looks around. “There is nothing more for me here.” He straightens away from the wall. “I am ready for the next big adventure.”
“Great.” I walk toward him, seriously praying he isn’t drawing me in only to try and possess me. To be on the safe side I reach behind me. Instantly, Asa takes my hand. The connection with him grounds me. “I’ll call my porter and you’ll be on your way.” The ghost nods. “Hal.”
The pink light appears, elongating and stretching. When the door slides open it takes all my will power not to laugh. Hal is wearing a pink floral tunic, lime green satin harem pants, and gold slippers that curl up at the toes.
“You’re looking very… colorful today, Hal.” I glance at Vikram, whose eyes are as round as the gold coin I’m holding. “This is Vikram and he’d like to cross.”
Asa clears his throat and I glance at him. My gaze narrows. “Can you see Hal?”
“Uh, yeah.”
I don’t know why. Maybe it’s when he’s touching me. Maybe it’s because he’s pretty close to being dead himself or maybe it’s just a vampire gift. “Takes some getting used to, eh?”
“That’s an understatement.”
“I assume you have payment, Lady Reaper?” Hal says.
Well, that’s a new name. I’m sure it won’t be the last. I toss the coin and he catches it with one hand. “Very nice.” He pockets the payment and turns to Vikram. “Your transport awaits, sir. Can I interest you in a turn around the fourth circle of Hell?”
The ghost scowls. “Thank you for the kind offer, but no.”
Hal strokes his black goatee, sizing up Vikram. “Perhaps a quick stop in Shangri-La?”
“That’s not a real place,” I say. If it is, I want to go. Hal’s tendency had always swung toward the circles of Hell. It hadn’t occurred to me there were other places to visit. “Is it?”
He peers at me over the rim of his purple-tinted glasses. “You will not know until it’s your turn to take a ride.”
I harrumph but don’t pursue the subject. No way am I getting in that elevator just so I can see one of the most amazing places of myth.
“That I would like very much,” Vikram says. Without my assistance, he enters the elevator. “Thank you, Lisa Carron. This is a very good thing you’re doing.”
Pride ripples through me. “You’re welcome, Vikram. Have a happy journey.”
With that the door slides shut and the light compresses. I blow out a breath. “That was easy,” I say. 
Asa releases my hand and I instantly miss his touch. “I wish they were all like that.”
“Me too, but let’s not get our hopes up.”
“Yeah, we still have Emiko to reap.” He veers off down another tunnel. “She’s a nasty piece of work.”
“Great.” I follow him, completely lost now. I couldn’t find my way out of these tunnels if my life depended on it. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that. “Can’t wait. Maybe we could save her for last.”
“We probably won’t have any choice. She was cunning when alive. I imagine she’s just as wily dead.”
I like how Asa says things like they are, not candy-coating. At the same time I want to bash him in the head until he’s unconscious. These reaps are bad enough without prior knowledge of a lunatic ghost. I refocus on the thousand dollars I just made by reaping Vikram. In all honesty I feel guilty taking that bonus. He was as pleasant as spirits come and practically did my job for me. Still, I’m not telling Constantine that.
As we pass a room on the right I slow. “What’s this?”
Asa backs up, peers in and smiles. “That’s where Bunny and her kids stayed.” He glances at me. “She’s human but her husband, Paul, was turned during Ivan’s reign of terror on the resort. He’s down in Argentina right now with the rest of the  seethe—that’s what we call a group of vampires led by a master. We had to keep Paul’s family down here when the hunters went after the visiting werewolves.” He shakes his head casually like he’s relaying the neighbor’s trashcan was turned over by bears. 
The fact that a human was married to a vampire takes me aback. “And they’re okay now?” I step inside the room for a better look. “I mean, it all worked out?”
“It was just a safety precaution.” He shrugs. “The hunters were taken care of quickly.”
I pluck a picture of an abstract dog off the wall and smile. It reminds me of Bryce and suddenly I want to be home.
“You miss your kids?” Asa’s breath is warm against the back of my neck and I want to lean into him.
“Every dirty, noisy inch of them.” I hang the picture back on the wall. “Now ask me in a week and my answer will probably be the opposite.”
“You’re lucky.” He reaches up and rubs his index finger along my cheek. “Don’t ever forget that.”
His expression tears my heart. As if he longs for something he can never have. A lump forms in my throat and I have to take a deep breath to get my riot of emotions under control. “I won’t forget.” Trying to lighten the mood, I cock a brow and smirk. “And if you ever get the overwhelming urge to play house, you can always come and babysit my kids for me.”
He lowers his hand and smiles. “Is that a threat? Because I just might take you up on it.”
“Threat, offer, you decide after you’ve been with them for a day. I’m just sayin’, you vamps ain’t got nothin’ on a couple of eight year olds and a teenage girl. They make a deadly combination.”
He holds up his hands in surrender. “I’ve been warned.”
“Damn skippy.” The kids certainly aren’t ready for a man in my life but I was fairly certain Asa didn’t stray too far from the inn anyway. Not that we had a thing, as much as I might want it. Something about this guy gets me all kinds of hot and bothered. I repress a sigh at the thought of running my hands over what I’m sure is a perfectly sculpted eight pack. “All right, we should get on with this.”
“I guess.” He ushers me out of the room and down a tunnel. After ten minutes of solid walking and mind-numbingly confusing turns, he stops and points to the ceiling. “We’re here.”
What looks like a round hatch is situated above us. “Great.” I pause and prop my hands on my hips. “You go first.”
He gives a snort of laughter and climbs the ladder. After twisting the huge handle, Asa pushes open the hatch. I jump when screeching echoes down the corridor, certain I’m about to be attacked by another maniacal spirit.
 



 
Chapter Eight
Asa
 
“Yeah, that’s not creepy or anything,” Lisa says, a slight tremor in her voice.
“Sorry about that. Probably needs a little WD-40. Don’t worry, you’re safe.” I’m tempted to add with me on the end, but considering how much I want to grab that luscious ass of hers she might hear the lie in my words.
I climb through the trap door, reaching down to offer the cute reaper a hand. The smell of what she bathed in taunts me, tempting me to lean in and take a deep sniff of the lingering hints of citrus.
Sniff her? What are you, a freaking dog?
I stifle the inner nasty voice and concentrate on getting my bearings. Once Lisa and I exit the closet, I make a beeline for the light switches. The ski chalet has been closed for the summer, just like everything else at the inn.
Light floods the space, drawing the eye to the lavish accommodations. A long, polished wood bar for serving anything a skier might desire, hand-carved tables and chairs, and dark leather furniture studded with brass nail heads arranged in front of a fireplace large enough to roast a boar.
“Wow,” Lisa mumbles under her breath, a hint of awe in her voice. “I can’t get over how upscale everything is. I get why the ski slopes are closed, it’s almost June—but why is the rest of the inn closed? I thought it might be because of the ghosts,” she snorts. “But clearly, you guys aren’t even aware they’re here.” 
“Due to the,” I clear my throat, “unique nature of our primary guests, the hotel’s open season is winter.”
Lisa turns to stare at me. “Holy cow. An Alaskan resort this fancy and remote that is open in the winter and it doesn’t cater to a dog sled race? Unreal.” She shakes her head and checks out the rest of the main room. The hand-cut wood beams soar overhead and the decor looks straight out of an elite Swiss ski lodge. Of course, all the windows are shuttered at the moment or she’d be able to see the sloping hillside, too. “I was wondering. What does a night at the inn cost?”
“Umm…” I stammer and look away, uncomfortable with telling her exactly what this place costs. Until I received my bonus after Emiko’s hunt last winter I never would have been able to afford it. “The cheapest rate is in the main building—and it’s a lot.”
“Yeah?” She quirks an eyebrow. “That doesn’t answer my question.”
I glance at her quickly and drop my gaze, lowering my voice when I respond. “Five thousand a night.”
Lisa’s face reddens and she coughs. Instinctively I reach out to touch her, but hold back at the last second. If my hand makes contact with her warm back, I’ll want to pull her into my arms again. Damn, she felt so good back there in the tunnels. Soft in all the right places, with heat radiating off her. What I wouldn’t give for one night with her.
Her coughing subsides, and she glares at me. “Don’t try and help me or anything. I’m good.”
Belatedly, I realize I could have done something that didn’t require me to touch her. “Can I get you some water?” I move toward the bar, eager to make amends for my slip.
She waves me off, seemingly ready to let go of my rudeness. “Too little, too late.” She smiles to lessen the sting. “That’s a freakin’ outrageous price, even by Alaskan high standards.” She wanders deeper into the room, her steps muffled on the thick Persian rug. “Just like those tunnels, this whole place would have cost a lot to build.”
Recalling that very same thought occurred to me when I first met Vivian, I shrug. I finger the last gold coin in my pocket, all too aware we’re going to have to call my boss to see if she has more coins. I should have thought of that last night. Dammit!
Well, if you hadn’t spent so much time trying to convince yourself not to hit on Lisa…
I don’t want her to hate me like the others. And I’m not sure I could resist…
Biting her or fucking her?
Both. 
What a fine mess I’m in.
“What I wouldn’t give…” She trails off and catches herself. “Wait, now that I know about vampires and werewolves… there’s a lot I wouldn’t give.”
Her words mirror my earlier thoughts about wanting to spend the night with her. One night with a woman where I wouldn’t cause her pain. That’s all I want. Geez. If Pat and Eric heard me now they’d be ripping me apart with ribbing and insults.
“Trust me, I understand.”
Her breath catches in her throat. “Wait, I didn’t mean it like that. You’re a nice vampire. I don’t know if they’re all like you. I’d like to hope they are, but that’s probably me being naive. It’s just…” She shrugs. “I’ve got my kids to think about. I can’t go wishing on a star for an expensive vacation. There’s so much more I’d do with the money.” Warmth colors her checks. “Hockey equipment costs a lot…”
She trails off and there’s anxiety on her face, like she’s afraid she’s hurt my feelings somehow. 
Impulsively I blurt, “You’ve got everything in life I wish for. I envy you.”
Her face softens, and she smiles. “You envy me? I never would have imagined that.”
I ache to step forward, to hug her and point out everything she should be grateful for in life. But I hold back. If anything, my limited experience has taught me you can’t make someone value what they have, they must value it on their own or they will never appreciate it.
I shove down the remorse and watch Lisa’s rounded bottom sway across the room, toward the darkened windows, as she explores. My palms itch to cup her butt and haul her close.
Damn, I’m a sad case. I seriously need to get laid.
“So, you said Sanji was killed outside?”
“Yes.”
“Was it a violent death?”
“Does that matter?”
Puzzlement crosses her face. “I’m not sure. My partner normally handles the violent crimes, so I’m not really sure why I was ‘gifted’ this assignment.”
“For what it’s worth, yes, Sanji died violently. There was a sword fight between her and Emiko. Sanji was a paid guest, here to hunt down a rogue vampire. If she’d caught Emiko she would have drained her and gained strength from her death.”
Lisa pales. “Ugh. A little too Game of Thrones for my taste.”
“You watch that show? I love it.”
The reaper shakes her head. “Read the books. Plan to watch them next.” She reaches past the heavy drapes for an indoor shutter and cracks it open. Her back straightens and she leans for a closer look. “Hey, I thought you said there’s no guests on the property now, right?”
I nod, realize she can’t see me with her attention focused outside, and say, “Yeah. After the big game hunt went horribly wrong we decided to close the resort for the summer. It was an experiment anyway.”
Lisa turns toward me. “‘Horribly wrong?’ Now that sounds like an interesting story you’ll have to tell me later.” She motions with her head toward the window. “Then there’s no chance an Indian woman would be walking around bundled up for the cold?”
“That sounds like Sanji. She was dressed for the winter temps when she died.” I leave out the part about her coat being sliced up and bloody. If the reaper didn’t see Joanna beheaded and shot through the chest, chances are their ghosts appear as they were right before they died. 
Her face shows her excitement. “Score! I’m so kicking-ass at this reaper job.”
I politely refrain from reminding her Joanna tried to pull her into the elevator to Hell and Ivan tried to possess her. The self-confident joy on her face lights her up, making the already attractive woman look more beautiful. Lisa races to the heavy front door and throws it open, locks not needed being in the middle of nowhere—and we also have Jon’s half-wolves on patrol around the property.
I avoid the sunlight streaming in through the entryway and make my way to the partially un-shuttered window. The reaper hesitates fifty feet or so down the gravel walkway, then steps onto the lush grass toward something only she sees.
Fear grips my heart when I realize I’ve still got the gold coin in my pocket. Will Lisa remember before trying to grab Sanji’s ghost? Or will she be able to haul the vampire back here to call her porter?
Lisa’s facing me and appears to be talking to someone. In a moment she reaches out a hand. Panic and fear slip over her features as she snaps her mouth shut. She’s jerked off balance and stumbles. Shit! Sanji must be trying to take her over.
I hesitate for a split second before deciding. If I’m fast enough maybe I won’t die. I race out the door, allowing the sun to voluntarily hit my skin for the first time in over two years. I’ve got to get her the coin and help ground the reaper before it’s too late.
Ten feet past the threshold and I start to feel very warm. I can do this. I’m wearing a tee shirt and jeans—only my arms and head tingle. Twenty feet from Lisa and she sees me, eyes going wide. I thrust one hand into my pocket as I reach her, grabbing the coin.
Unwilling to have her violated and possessed, I wrap my other arm around her and lock my lips over hers. All the pent up passion I feel for her pours into the union, pulling a strangled moan from deep in my chest. Heat races over my skin and I feel like I’m about to spontaneously combust. Jesus it hurts!
Lisa puts a hand to my chest and pushes me back slightly. “Asa? You don’t look so good.”
The pain consumes me. I won’t last much longer. “Call Hal.”
She nods, fear in her eyes. “Hal!” She squeaks and looks at something I can’t see.
I thrust the coin into her hand and press my mouth to hers again, afraid Sanji’s strength will overpower her before her eccentric porter arrives.
Smoke starts to rise and I smell it—the sickly sweet aroma of my own flesh charring. 
Lisa pulls back and pushes me with one arm, the other presumably holding onto the vampire ghost. “Go, Asa! Let go! You’re burning!”
I refuse to listen until I see the pink sliver of light indicating her porter is on his way. 
“Go! Goddammit! You’re going to die!” The horrified look on her face convinces me. 
I drop my hold and race back for the safety of the lodge, blood pouring down my arms from the injuries. Once inside, I collapse in the shade, too weak to even shut the door behind me.
I made it. I didn’t die my final death in the sun. Pain radiates from every square inch of my body. I try and move a hand to reach for my phone, only to hear the squishy sound of liquid sliding along flesh.
Holy shit that was risky.
Would you really have died for her? A woman you just met?
How is what I just did any different than laying my life on the line in the Army? You don’t walk away from a problem because it’s hard or the end solution is dangerous. A soldier does what needs to be done. No excuses.
I lower my arm to the floor, temporarily deciding to give up for the moment. Goddamn, and I thought being shot hurt. Fucking idiot. 
I’ll be good in a few minutes. Yup. The pain should ease any second now.
When Lisa finishes, I’ll just need to convince her to pry the cell phone out of my blood-covered jeans so we can call Eric and he’ll bring me some bagged blood.
I did it. I survived the sun.
And more importantly—Lisa didn’t become possessed by Sanji.
My slow beating heart stutters in my chest and stops.
 



 
Chapter Nine
Lisa
 
My heart races a thousand miles a minute. I can’t frickin’ believe Asa. Smoke was actually rolling off him like an ant burned by the sun and a magnifying glass. And he was bleeding! The urge to puke pushes against my throat but I swallow it and take a deep breath. First the reap, then Asa.
“Hal!” Sanji yanks against my hold but I’m amped on adrenaline. I grab her by the fur ruff of her coat and jerk her toward me. “Listen vamp, if you don’t get in that fucking elevator when my porter arrives, I’m going to make sure he sucks your soul into one of the darkest circles of Hell.” Her brown eyes round at my threat. “So you can either cooperate with me or spend an eternity in tortured damnation.” I didn’t know if I could or would do that, but knowing Hal, he’d love nothing more than to drop her off in some vile location. I give her another shake. “Do you understand?”
She nods just as the elevator door slides open. Without waiting, I toss the ghost at Hal. It’s the first time I seen him flustered. He jumps back before Sanji collides with him. She stumbles and falls to her knees inside the elevator. I should feel guilty about her rough treatment, but the bitch tried to possess me and all I can think of is getting back to help Asa.
Hal opens his mouth to speak but I hurl the coin at him before he forms a single word. He catches it and curls his long fingers around the gold. “There’s your damn gold! Now take her where she’s supposed to go.”
I don’t wait for his compliance. At this point I don’t give a crap what he does with her. But he’s got his gold and he’d better take her somewhere. I sprint into the ski lodge and skid to a stop. Asa is nowhere to be seen.
“Asa?” I’m frantic. Was the sun too much for him? Did he turn to ash? I have no idea the nuances of sun and vamps. I only know what I’ve seen in movies. “Asa!”
A groan emanates from the other side of an overstuffed sofa. I rush forward and round the piece of furniture. He’s lying on the floor curled in a ball. The sight of him almost makes me vomit. Dropping to my knees I reach to touch him but stop, not wanting to cause him more pain.
“Oh my God.” I inch forward. “What were you thinking?”
His face contorts in pain. “Saving you.”
I want to cry but that won’t help the situation. “Idiot.” I inhale, trying to calm down and think clearly. “What do you need me to do?”
“Call Eric to bring me bagged blood,” he huffs out.
“Eric? Who’s that? How do I call him?”
“Phone…pocket…”
I reach, reluctant to touch his bloody clothing, but see no other way to help him. I feel a lump in his front right pocket and try to carefully pry out his cell phone.
After a tense minute I’ve got it—complete with cracked glass and a dark screen. “Your fall must have broken it. Is there a phone here?” I look around and spot one on a side table. I race over and pick up the handset. Dead. Not connected.
Asa moans in pain on the floor.
“What else can I do?” Panic taints my voice as I struggle to remain calm.
His words come out on a gasp of air. “Go to the inn and get me the blood.”
“The inn?” I crouch lower and cock my head so our eyes meet. “I can’t find my way through the tunnels.”
“Outside.” His eyes slide shut.
“And chance being possessed by some psycho spirit? Then we’ll both die.” I touch my finger under his chin, one of the few places that isn’t blistered and bleeding. “Asa, you need blood to heal. You need to bite me.”
That comment gets his eyes open again. “No.”
“You need it and I just happen to have some.” I shove my wrist at him because that’s what I’ve seen on all the TV shows. My neck would be good too, but that’s too awkward in his position. “Bite me.”
Despite his intense pain he rolls to his back and away from me. “No.” His breathing is labored and I’m really starting to freak out. “I can’t.”
“Can’t or won’t?” I scoot forward and tower over him. “If you don’t bite me I’m going to cut my wrist and shove it down your throat.”
He turns his head away. I curse under my breath. Stubborn vamp. I should let him die and then reap his ass. Sitting back, I search the ski lodge for something sharp. Cutting myself is not my first choice. Waxing my upper lip takes all my will power. This will probably make me pass out. I just wish he’d bite me and do the dirty work for me.
Seeing he’s not going to, I stand and start searching for a knife. The bar area looks promising so I make a bee line across the open lobby. I tug open the drawers and find a paring knife and an ice pick. The paring knife has a smooth edge and a deadly sharp tip. The ice pick looks a little dull to do much damage unless I drive it into my vein, which I already know I will not be doing because I’m a big wuss. Picking up the knife, I toss the pick into the drawer and slam it.
I jog back to Asa and kneel. “I’m going to cut myself and you’re going to drink.”
He shakes his head and then turns to look at the opposite wall.
So much for his cooperation. Force-feeding a vampire is not on my to-do list today. I brace my wrist on my knee and lay the knife against my skin. You can do this. I exhale and before I talk myself out of it, I drag the blade across my wrist. 
It doesn’t hurt at first, but a few seconds later the pain hits me. “Sweet Mutha!”
Asa’s head snaps in my direction and a muffled curse whispers from him. The blood stream is small at first, barely pooling, and I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut myself again. I push against my wrist. Finally I get a decent flow. Lifting my arm above Asa’s mouth I let the blood dribble onto his lips. “Drink it.”
He tries to fight me at first but I see his pupils dilate until his whole iris is black. As if instinctively, his tongue flicks out and licks. “No,” he manages. “I’ll hurt you.”
“Uh, this already frickin’ hurts, so a little more pain won’t matter.”
“You don’t understand.” His gaze captures mine and I see real anguish there. “It’s like nothing you’ve ever felt. I don’t want to—damage you.”
Okay, that doesn’t sound good. Still, I can’t let him die when there’s something I can do about it. “I know you’re trying to protect me, Asa.” I soften my tone. “You’ve been doing it since I got here. Please—let me help you now. It’s my turn to save you for a change.”
More of my blood dribbles into his mouth. He licks and swallows. I can tell he wants more. Slowly I lower my wrist to him. His fangs extend beyond his lip. The sight should be unnerving but a little thrill of desire races through me. If he wasn’t blistered and bleeding, I’d be all over him.
Just when I think he’s going to comply, he shoves my arm out of the way. “You don’t get it, Lisa. You have kids. They need you.” He coughs and his body tenses. “I won’t do it.”
I won’t lie, his words concern me—a lot. When he says damage me, what are we talking? Never want to talk to him again or worse, like drooling in a corner of a padded cell? I don’t ask, not wanting to know the answer. One thing I know is that I can’t sit by and watch him die.
“Did you know I’m one of the few angels of death that can reap a supernatural?” That gets his attention. He turns back to me. I nod. “That’s why I was sent, but I can’t do it alone. So why don’t you have a little faith that I know what I’m doing and bite me.” I cock an eyebrow at him. “Either that, or I’m going to stake you with this paring knife. Your choice.”
 



 
Chapter Ten
Asa
 
The tangy, enticing scent of Lisa’s blood fills the air. Combined with the gut-wrenching agony encompassing my body, I’m not sure how long I will be able to hold back from biting her. At her insistence, the fresh wound on her wrist drips a slow stream into my mouth. The rich taste instantly erases a large portion of the burning pain.
The magic of life-giving blood will never cease to amaze me.
“Aren’t you supposed to drink or something? If you wait for me to bleed into your mouth we could be here all day. Won’t the cut clot on its own soon?”
The hunger gnawing in my gut leaps forward, goading the monster inside me to latch onto her offered flesh and drink my fill. I withstand the urge by a bare thread of sanity.
I swallow the small mouthful and shake my head once. “No, I don’t want to hurt you.” I open my mouth again to catch the next slow trickle.
“For crying out loud, you just burned your skin off for me! Drink dammit, I can deal with the pain.”
She doesn’t understand. She has no idea what she’s asking of me. If she truly did, she’d never volunteer.
I close my eyes to avoid looking at the caring expression on her face. If I bite her she’ll never look at me with such concern ever again.
“Dammit, you’re stubborn! Do I need to slice an artery to get you to drop the noble hero routine?” Lisa thrusts her open wound onto my lips. “Drink or I will cut myself again.” Her voice holds a hint of hysteria. “I’ll do it. Then you’ll be sorry if I bleed out all over this pretty floor.”
Hearing the truth in her words, I give in, unwilling to watch her with the knife again. Regret twisting my face, I close my lips over her wound. I draw deep, pulling her succulent blood across my tongue. My body tenses, waiting for the first cry of pain to rip from her lips.
Nothing.
Tentatively, I suck again, cracking one eye open to see if she’s in agony. Lisa’s face remains concerned, her gaze locking on mine.
“See? Now was that so bad? I don’t understand all the fuss you made. It doesn’t hurt at all. It’s kind of gross. But other than that it’s okay.”
Could she be immune to whatever it is that hurts other humans? Or could she be different enough as a reaper that my bite doesn’t hurt her? That’s what happened when I had sex with Joanna and bit her—no pain, just pleasure.
Joy surges through me. The fates have finally given me a chance not to hurt someone I’ve come to care about.
I push my desire for this incredible woman into our joining. I twist the normal discomfort she’s feeling into pleasure, like I did with Joanna. Granted, we were naked and having hot monkey sex at the time, but I’m hoping the same principle of intent works here.
“Oh…” Lisa whispers as she relaxes next to me, settling back from her kneeling position to sit on her ankles. “That’s not bad at all.” One hand rests on her lap, my own clothes too much of a bloody mess for her to touch. “Despite you looking grosser than the prom scene in Carrie, I’m feeling strangely attracted to you right now.” Her smile turns soft, while her eyes blaze with heat.
Hope flares to life in my heart. Could I make something work with her or did I fuck up too badly already with pushing her away in her room? Would she want anything to do with a vampire beyond a few lusty kisses?
Very quickly my body responds to the fresh blood. Yes, fresh is definitely better than bagged. Both are equally nutritious to a vampire, but the personal connection with feeding from someone is so emotionally intense… I’d almost forgotten.
Forgetting was easier than remembering the exact moment their desire turned to hatred and fear.
I want to slip into her mind, to share all the poignant richness she has experienced with her family and their love, but I resist. That type of sharing is best done with the donor’s awareness—and Lisa hasn’t signed the donor forms Vivian enforces at the inn. Without asking, I’d feel like I was violating her.
Gently my fangs pierce her skin near the wound, holding her wrist in place while I take what she’s freely offering. I tense, wondering if this will be when her pain starts. After a deep pull and no change from her, I relax, realizing my worst fears are unwarranted. She’ll be okay. I won’t scar her for life like the others.
The damaged flesh of my sun-exposed skin re-knits, and the last of the excruciating pain vanishes. Next, my own blood is reabsorbed through the healed skin, like a sponge. All that’s left is the mess on my clothes and whatever congealed or started to dry before I drank from Lisa.
I pour my sexual cravings into the slice on her wrist, wishing I had enough time to bring her pleasure with my bite for what’s she’s done for me. 
“Hey now,” her voice sounds stronger. “You’re looking much better. No more exposed muscles and blistered, peeling flesh. And I’m not sure how, but the worst of the blood is gone.” She snuggles her wrist more firmly against my mouth. “This donating bit isn’t so bad.” Her cheeks flush and she looks ready to purr. “In fact, I think I’m digging it.”
With reluctance, I pull away from her skin, aware I’ve had enough to heal completely. I don’t like stopping, but the thrill of not hurting her has sent such a spark of desire through me, I know it’s best if I distance myself for the moment. No one wants a guy covered in bloody clothes to make a pass at them. Well, maybe someone would, but I doubt Lisa is that type.
My tongue laps at her ragged flesh, the enzymes in vampire salvia close her self-inflicted injury and my small bite wound. A tremor washes over her during my ministrations. Heat floods my face as I think about spreading her out on a bed and triggering those tiny tremors all night long.
Slowly I sit up, cradling her wrist in both hands, unwilling to break the magical connection we’ve shared. The sickening sound of wet fabric peeling from the floor does the job of killing the moment just fine.
The clouded, lust-filled look in the reaper’s eyes fades. But if I’m not mistaken there’s a hint of interest still lingering in their blue depths. Just maybe… maybe if I play my cards right I’ll be lucky enough to have her share my bed. After we reap the rest of the ghosts, of course.
“Thank you,” I say, wishing I could take her in my arms and hug her for the incredible gift she’s given me—not just with her healing blood, but in allowing me to drink from someone without having them despise my very existence. “You have no idea what that meant to me.”
She snorts and looks away, perhaps embarrassed by my intense scrutiny. “I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t get a bonus if the client helping me died.”
My heart plummets. Is that all I am to her? Just a client? Time to change her thinking. I’m not above crude fraternity tactics. I’ll make her see me as a man, not a vampire.
I stand, feigning nonchalance, and look over my ruined clothes and the broken phone lying where Lisa discarded it.
“I’m sure your boss would have understood. After all, they didn’t exactly prep you for this job.” I glance away, like my next actions are totally normal. “Not that I’d want to be dead for good. Not yet anyway.” I grab the soiled hem of my t-shirt in both hands and yank it over my head. “Too many things in life worth living for—even in this altered ‘undead’ state.” I flash her a little fang when my head reappears. Using the inside of the tee, I wipe my face and arms of any remaining residue.
Lisa takes a sharp inhale of breath. “What… uh, what are you doing?”
I lean down and unlace my black boots, toeing them off while I glance up at her. “Getting rid of my bloody clothes.”
Her face turns beet red. “Oh, yeah. That makes perfect sense.”
Noting my socks are free of stain, I straighten, hands going to my waistband. Slowly I open my jeans, watching her every reaction. She audibly swallows and her hand goes to her throat.
“You don’t mind, do you?” I ask, mischievous smile in place. Not that she’d notice. She’s staring too intently at my hands.
“Mind?” she squeaks. “No. Not at all.” She waves a hand at me. “You go on with whatever you need to do. I’ll uh…” She looks around wildly and hoists herself up from the floor. “I’ll shut the door so we can leave.”
She falters in her step when the metal of my zipper rasps in its descent. I know she’s dying to turn around. Hell, if the situation was reversed I’m sure I’d be blatantly ogling her, mother of three or not.
By the time she finishes with the door and closes the window shutter I’ve got my boots on and have balled my soiled clothes into a nearby trashcan. I venture behind the bar for bottled water and towels, hoping to clean up whatever remaining glop might be on my head and neck.
I crack open a water and lean over the tiny bar sink, wishing the ski lodge had showers like the gym. Cool water cascades over my head and trails into the metal sink. Perfect time to ask for help. She’ll be able to approach me on her own and stare her fill without censure.
“Hey, can you give me hand?”
Lisa clears her throat. “Uh… Sure. What do you need?”
“Come see if I got all the gore off.”
“Okay.” Relief sounds in her voice. “I can handle that.” 
Lisa joins me behind the bar. I’m wearing the black boxer briefs my aunt gave me and in my spare time I work out like crazy—what the hell else is there to do in the Army or the long winters of Alaska? Sure, I might look silly walking through the tunnels in underwear and boots, but if it gets her checking me out and possibly thinking about having sex with me, then I don’t care. I’m not above a little blatant flaunting.
“You have a little on your back,” she says. 
I thrust a bar towel toward her and the bottle of water. “Here. Can you get it for me?”
She moves closer, the heat of her body nearing my hip. Water trickles onto my back, to be followed by Lisa’s tentative wiping. “So… what do we do now? We’ve still got quite a few ghosts to reap, right?”
“But no more coins.” Her hands halt in their rubbing and I want to beg her to keep touching me. “We’ll need to call Vivian from the hotel and see if she has more stashed somewhere. Is there any on my neck or head?”
She leans in, pressing her breasts into my side. “Nope. You look fiiinne. I mean good!” she corrects, jumping back from me like I’ve burned her. “You look clean. No more blood.”
I smile into the sink, well aware of the effect she’s having on me and thrilled I’m able to ruffle her calm in return. Nothing like a brush with death to make you want to embrace everything living has to offer.
And in this case… that would be one super cute and very flustered reaper.
I stand and face her, resisting the urge to flex, but just barely. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I momentarily sway toward her, torn on if I should try and kiss her or not. If she chances a look down there’s no way I’ll be able to deny how she affects me—nor would I want to.
Lisa nods. As if sensing my intent, she rushes away, toward the closet with the secret hatch to the tunnels. “No problem. Guess we’d better hurry then, eh? Those ghosts seem to be popping up everywhere.”
I join Lisa and enter the code in the security lock inside the doorframe. I raise the lid and motion for her to proceed down the ladder. I wait ‘til she’s down then I descend, halting briefly to lock up the lid. 
Yup, I’ve got a new goal. When this mess is over, I want to bed Lisa.
Wonder if she’s averse to sleeping with a vampire?
I aim to find out.
 



 
Chapter Eleven
Lisa
 
From half way down the ladder Asa jumps and lands solidly in front of me. He straightens and smiles. It’s a struggle to keep my gaze on his face when my eyes want to skate across his naked chest. Man this guy has muscles on top of muscles. I’d give up a month’s worth of soda for one unrestricted touch.
He flicks his head down the tunnel. “Come on. Let’s get back to the inn so I can call Vivian and find out where more coins are.”
I nod like a wide-eyed bimbo. My mouth is suddenly dry and I barely squeak out an, “Okay.” 
He leads the way and I’m more than happy to trail behind him. Muscles like this don’t exist in real life—I mean non-supernatural real life. Don Burner, my neighbor, looks nothing like this. Not even in his younger days. Asa’s body is a masterpiece of form. I lick my lips, letting my eyes drink in the sight of him. The black boxers trimmed in red draw my attention to his well-formed buns. Temptation in the flesh.
He winds through the tunnels and after several minutes we end up in the basement. Rounding the desk, Asa picks up a desk phone and dials. I assume it’s to Vivian to find out where more gold is. I’m only half-worried because I can’t seem to pull my thoughts away from doing naughty things to him.
While I’m staring at his ass, he ends the call and turns to me. Busted. A smile stretches across his mouth. “What are you looking at?”
There’s no good ruse that he’ll believe so I opt for the truth. “Your black boxers.” I smirk. “From an old girlfriend?”
He sets the phone on the desk. “Actually, they’re from my Aunt Cali. I think they were meant as a joke, but—” He wiggles his hips a little. “I like how they feel.”
I’d like to see how they feel. Maybe rubbing between my thighs, against my cheek, with my fingers inside the waistband. Instead I say, “That’s sweet.”
Our gazes lock for a few seconds and I get the feeling that if I take one step toward him we’ll be all over each other. Too bad we still have a lot of work to do. I wouldn’t mind spending a few hours locked in a dark room with Asa. When he drank from me, the sensation was beyond anything I’d experienced. He thought he’d hurt me. Far from it. All he managed to do was incite my curiosity to a dangerous level.
I clear my throat. “So, did Vivian have some good news?”
“Yeah, seems she’s got pirate booty stashed somewhere.”
I crinkle my brow. “Does that mean your boss used to be a pirate—as in vampire pirate?”
“Let’s just say she has a colorful past.”
“And I thought being a reaper was special.” I prop my hands on my hips and sigh. “Now what?”
“I supposed I should get dressed.”
Or not. “Yeah, I think I’ll go freshen up, too.”
Asa inches around the desk and I step back so we don’t touch. No telling what will happen. The sexual tension is humming between us and I don’t think it will take much to set us off. “You need to drink water and get something to eat after donating blood. Let’s meet back in the lobby in thirty minutes.”
“Okay.”
I go to my room and after checking in with Vella and the kids, which takes all of ten minutes, I pace. Having Asa around gives me a sense of protection. The idea of waiting in the lobby alone makes me nervous. First of all, there are too many ghosts that don’t know what personal space means. Then there’s the werewolves and God knows what else lurking around the inn. Asa has never given me an exact account of who is what and if they’re at the inn. Better safe than sorry, and for me that means sticking close to my vampire bodyguard.
My stomach growls and I notice bottled water and a bowl of fruit on the table Asa and I sat near earlier. This place is full of surprises. Deciding it’s safer to eat here, I reluctantly dig in to an apple and grab the water. 
After half an hour, I sneak from my room and ease down the hall until I can peer over the railing. He’s there. Breathing a sigh of relief I descend the steps with as much composure as I can muster. Time away from him and the fact that he’s wearing clothes again have tempered my rampaging lust.
“Sorry I’m late. I wanted to check in with the kids.”
“No problem.” He places a hand on my back and leads me toward the basement again. “Everything all right at home?”
I ignore the heat spreading across my skin from his touch. “Just peachy. My friend Vella spoils them. They’ll be hellions when I get home. Probably sugared-up and sleep deprived.”
He laughs as he leads me back to the spiral staircase. “Don’t be too hard on them.”
I glance at him and again see a spark of yearning for a family. “I won’t—unless they start irritating me.” He laughs again and I inwardly sigh. I could get very used to having Asa around. It was a dangerous realization. “I know I’ve asked this fifty kagillion times, but what now?”
“Vivian gave me some vague directions to the gold. First we’ll find that and then look for ghosts.”
“Okay, but eventually I’m going to have to eat.” As if emphasizing my situation my stomach growls. I pointedly ignore mentioning the apple. We all know fruit doesn’t count as real food. “You might be unaware of just how delicate this reaping machine is. It thrives on carbs.”
“Oh shit, sorry.” A grimace tightens his face as we make our way into the tunnels again. “Sometimes I forget you need real food. Do you want to grab something now?”
“No, I’ll be fine for a while. I drank water like you suggested.” No way did I want to appear gluttonous, even though I was on the fluffy side. “I’ve got stored energy supplies.” I give my butt a slap and rub. Asa’s pupils dilate slightly. “I’m pretty hardy.”
“I bet you are.”
Before I can retort with a flirty comment I’m hit from behind by something cold. An icy blade slices through my body. I gasp and grab onto Asa, my eyes wide with shock.
“Lisa, what’s wrong?” I stumble but he catches me before I go down.
When I finally focus, my gaze levels on an Amazonian-looking woman standing several feet in front of me. I point. “Ghost. Tall. Dark hair and eyes.” I exhale, my body shuddering from the cold still rippling through it. “She looks—determined.”
“Bebe,” Asa says.
The woman smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes. Then she nods. “I sensed you on the property.”
I want to believe Bebe’s reap is going to be as easy as Vikram’s but from her expression, I think it will be quite the opposite. My fingers tighten around Asa’s biceps. “She says she sensed me.”
He pulls me closer to him. “Be careful. She’s dangerous.”
“Yeah—” Another shiver skitters through me. “I got that.”
The ghost points a long, slender finger at me. “You’re prettier than I thought.” She takes a step forward. “I think I’m going to like being inside you.”
I take a step backward, dragging Asa with me. “That’s what they all say.”
“What’s happening?” he says.
The woman’s look turns calculating and predatory, then she licks her lips and blows me a kiss. “Bebe didn’t happen to ‘like’ women, did she?” We continue to move toward the tunnel on the right.
“Uh, yeah, why?”
“Lucky guess.” I dig my fingers into his arm. “We really need to find that gold—fast.”
“Right.” He clasps his hand with mine. “Ready.”
Bebe strides toward us, a satisfied smile pasted on her face. I’m in big trouble. “I’ve never been more ready.” 
“Run!”
We bolt down the tunnel. It takes every ounce of stored energy to keep up with Asa. Basically he’s dragging me and I swear there are times when we angle around a corner that my feet lift from the ground. But I don’t complain and I don’t stop. 
After what must be the twentieth turn, Asa slows. My chest is burning and it feels like my lungs are literally in my throat. Even though we’ve stopped running, we haven’t stopped walking. He guides me down another corridor, slightly narrower than the others, and into a room.
“Vivian says the gold is around here.” He flips on the light. “She mentioned chests. Maybe in one of these crates.”
The room is rectangular and stacked with wooden boxes. I’m really hoping the treasure is on top because I doubt we’ve got a lot of time. “Hurry.” We race to the first stack and haul down a crate. I turn, scanning the room for a crowbar. “If Bebe can sense me, I’m sure she’s on our tail.”
“No doubt.” The squeak of the lid being ripped free draws my attention back. Asa smiles. “A perk of being a vampire. Big muscles.”
I give him a coy smirk. “It’s good to know they’re not just for show.”
“You’ve been looking?”
I shrug and dig into the crate. Crystal perfume bottles trimmed in gold, an antique doll, but no gold. “Not here.”
Asa drags the next crate down. I’m willing to let him flex his muscles in the name of our rescue. Again he peels the top off and tosses it to the side. We both rifle through the packing material, but again come up empty handed.
“Damn it.” I kick the crate. “We don’t need much.”
“We’ll find it.” Asa drops a third crate onto the ground. “Now what they hell did she say on the call…” 
Just as Asa throws the lid over his shoulder I’m hit from the side by the same icy blast. But this time Bebe doesn’t pass through me. “Asa.” I barely get his name out before the ghost’s fingers wrap around my neck. With one hand she pushes me against the wall.
“Shit,” Asa says.
Over Bebe’s shoulder I see him frantically digging through the crate, but then she blocks my view. 
“I think she mentioned a lamp. Fuck I should have been paying closer attention rather than trying to tease you.”
Her face hovers an inch from mine and her cold breath feels like it’s crystalizing against my cheek.
“Like I said, you’re prettier than I thought,” the ghost whispers. Her chilled lips brush against mine. Thinking she’s going to try and possess me like Ivan, I press my mouth together. “Silly reaper.” She lays her cheek against mine and I have to repress the urge to gasp from the icy bite. “Don’t you know there’s more than one way in?”
Her hand dips to the waistband of my pants. Holy crap, is she thinking what I think she’s thinking? I’m sorry, but I choose who’s going to get into my girlie bits, and for my first time after my husband’s death it’s sure as hell not going to be an icy-fingered Amazonian vampire bitch.
“Asa, oh my God, you’ve got to stick your hand down my pants!”
 



 
Chapter Twelve
Asa
 
I race to the reaper’s side, all thoughts of finding the gold soaring right out of my head. With more heat pumping through my veins than I’ve felt in years, I willingly, and eagerly, comply with Lisa’s outrageous suggestion. I lay my palm under her shirt against the skin of her slightly rounded stomach, and slide downward, easing past the waistband of her pants.
She rips her mouth away from mine. “Under. You’ve got to go under my panties. She’s… I can’t believe I’m about to say this—she’s trying to possess me by entering through my privates!”
I snug her plump breasts more firmly against my chest with one arm around her back, while pressing my lips firmly on hers. My other hand plunges low, cupping the juncture between her thighs. Moist heat greets my questing fingers as I shift deeper; making sure my whole hand covers both entrances.
“Yes! That’s right. Oh my God, is that so right.” A nervous giggle escapes her. “The coldness has eased.”
“Is my hand cold?”
“No, it’s not bad.” I snug my hand closer. “Whew! Much better than an angry vampire spirit trying to force her way inside.” She shivers and I think her reaction has nothing to do with Bebe.
“Oh! She’s heading north again!”
Lisa plasters her mouth to mine, and I swear the sexy reaper circles her hips toward my hand. Her hot heat sets my hand on fire, sending blood straight to my crotch. I’m no saint and I don’t try to overanalyze it when my pants become tight. I’m a guy with my hand down a pretty woman’s pants. You do the math.
Panic and desire grip me with equal force. I wish to God this damn ghost wasn’t here trying to take over so I could really enjoy this moment. “Holy shit.” I gasp between kisses. “You are so fucking hot right now.” Oh yeah, that sounded smooth. Like a drunken frat boy. 
“Don’t talk sexy to me!” She pants, gasping for breath. “I can’t think.”
I suppress a grin, thrilled she liked my words even if they were un-cool and spur of the moment.
Her small hand spasms against my chest. “I’ve got to hold onto Bebe while we find the damn gold.” Her breathing becomes ragged as I lift my lower hand slightly, cupping her moist heat in my palm. “Oh. My. God. Don’t do that! It feels… well… I think you know exactly how it feels, you undead tease.” Her body shivers and I swear she presses in closer. “Where was I? What they hell are we doing?” she squeaks again and her eyes round. She jams her mouth back on mine. Bebe must have gone for her lips again.
Wetness from her core seeps out to coat my palm and I can’t resist the involuntary grinding of the heel of my hand against her mound. I want her. I want her bad. I want to make her squirm all over me, all night long. I want to erase every memory of any other man she’s ever been with. For one night, I want to be her world.
Best get to reaping all these damn ghosts so I can make it happen.
I ease back, still keeping up the pressure between her legs, “Christ I can barely think like this. I fucked up before with the crates. I think Vivian said something about moving a light fixture on the wall.” I look around the room and only see the caged ceiling light. “I know of a room with sconces like she mentioned.” I pant into the air between us, barely able to hold onto the urge to rip off her clothes. Yup, I’m officially a horn-dog with no fear of immediate consequences. “It’s across the hall. How about I carry you?”
Lisa nods, her eyes glazed with what I hope is passion, but there’s also a tinge of fear there. Makes sense since an aggressive spirit is trying her damnedest to possess her. 
“Can you carry me? I mean,” she hesitates, uncertainty on her face. “I’m no feather weight.”
A grin tilts the corners of my mouth and I don’t answer, instead just lowering my grip around her back to settle more firmly near her middle. With little effort I scoop the sexy blond into my arms, relishing her round-eyed look of shock. My fingers between her legs press against her back opening and she lets out a little moan of desire.
“Asa, you’re killing me here. If you had any idea how close I am…” She stumbles in her words, switching thoughts quickly. “All these ghosts are coming after me,” she whispers, that hint of fear growing despite my subtle efforts to keep her mind occupied on what my hand is doing in her pants.
I nod, keeping my lips near her mouth, in case I need to kiss her again to block Bebe. “That’s a safe assumption. They seem to be popping up like flies whenever we least expect it. Maybe they’re drawn to you?”
Without waiting for an answer, I carry her out of the room and across the stark white hall. I lift one booted heel and kick in the door, unwilling to let go of Lisa and risk her for even a moment.
A suppressed giggle escapes the reaper. “Is it wrong I’m totally turned on and scared out of my mind at the same time?”
I kiss her lightly, staring into her blue eyes. “I don’t think so. I’m sure as hell turned on. We’ll get through this. I promise.” I circle the heel of my hand against her sensitive mound, knowing I’m hitting the aroused bundle of nerves beneath.
Lisa’s arms twine around my neck, only one hand grasping me as the other holds to the ghost of Bebe. 
“It’s been a long time for me. You keep doing that and I’m going to cease caring about the job I’m supposed to be doing.”
“Right,” I say, easing back on my teasing. “We need to find the gold.”
I carry her to a metal-caged bulb protruding from the far wall. “Can you reach it?” 
She reluctantly lets go of my neck, trailing her hot hand down my chest before shifting her attention to the light fixture. 
She tugs on it to no avail. Not a creak, no sliding wall… nothing.
Lisa motions with her hand down the expanse of cinder block. “How about that one?”
Three quick strides and we’re next to it. She tries again, this time with luck. The concrete between the two sconces shifts, sliding slowly inward in a vague door-like shape. It recesses about a foot and then slides to one side.
Lisa crows in triumph. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Who the heck designs stuff like this?”
I know exactly who designs secret rooms and passages— an old and highly paranoid vampire unwilling to be caught by her enemies. I refrain from answering, saddened that this is probably one of the things I will have to delicately remove from her memories, just like our traveling in the tunnels. Vivian is very particular about who knows her secrets.
The movement of the wall is ponderous, but very soon the interior is exposed. A light has been triggered by the door opening and a low glow illuminates the cramped interior.
Three large chests are stacked one on top of the other, with unlocked latches. Of course—if you’ve got your gold stashed in a secret wall compartment I guess having the chests locked would be overkill.
I step into the confined space and Lisa swings the top lid open.
Honest-to-god pirate’s loot meets our gaze. Large gemstones set in gaudy gold settings, two gold goblets and random gold necklaces, all nestled among hundreds and hundreds of gold doubloons.
“Holy shit. You weren’t kidding about her being a vampire pirate, were you?” Awe lights her expression. “I’d really like to meet her one day. I bet she’s got some great stories.”
I think back to what Vivian said to me one day last spring, about how she’s worked to deliberately forget a lot of what has passed in her very long life. She said something like “If you constantly live in the past, you will never find happiness in the here and now.” I’ve often hoped she’d share more of her life with the seethe, but I think she saves that part of herself for only her husband.
“Nope. Vivian doesn’t joke very often. If she said she captained a pirate ship, then dammit, she probably did.”
“Huh.” She reaches out and grabs a coin. “With evidence like this staring at us, I’d say there’s no doubt. Hurry, let me shut it again. I don’t want Hal seeing this. Who knows what he’d do or who he’d tell.”
“Good thinking.” We reset the door, with much kissing and teasing as apparently Bebe senses what’s next and starts fighting to possess Lisa again.
Once the door eases closed Lisa gasps and screams, “Hal!” at the top of her lungs. “Oh, no… Asa, I’m going to…”
I set her feet on the floor and dip her back over my arm, supporting her as tremors wrack her frame. Going on instinct I thrust two fingers inside her heated core, her slick wetness clasping at my digits.
I pump steadily in and out as her orgasm peaks, capturing her heavenly moans in my mouth.
As fast as her release came, Lisa is in control of her faculties once more. “Hal!” she grins and pulls my face to hers in another kiss. “That’s the first time I’m glad he didn’t answer on the initial call.”
The familiar pink light I see only when touching Lisa comes into view. “Should I take my hand out of your pants, now?”
“Uh, yeah. That might be good.”
I hastily comply, tucking one hand in my pocket to shift my painful erection.
The glowing door opens and Hal steps into view. “My, my, my, Lisa.” His penetrating gold gaze locks unto me. “What have you been up to? Oh, she’s a pretty one.”
Belatedly realizing he’s not looking at me, but Bebe, I recall the striking good looks of the tall Brazilian woman. I bet he’s excited to transport her.
“You’re going to be a hit where you’re going, honey,” he says.
Lisa steps toward him, still firmly holding my hand in case Bebe decides to act like Joanna and attempts to pull her into the beyond.
“She’s a crafty one, Hal. I’d watch myself.”
Hal smiles, coldly cynical and all knowing. “I can handle the likes of her, thank you very much. You’re certainly keeping me busy this week. Do you have my payment?” One elegant eyebrow rises, as if he’s sure she’ll fail on the preferred coinage eventually.
“Right here, you smug bastard.” Lisa tosses him the coin. Her grip tightens on my hand, betraying the confident tone. I admire this strong woman, doing what she’s afraid of despite the risks.
Pretty soon the transaction is complete and we’re alone in the bunker room.
Lisa lets out a loud sigh and runs her hand through her short, spiky blond hair. “That was an experience I hope to never repeat.” She glances to me, undoubtedly seeing the pained look on my face and hastens to add, “Not the part with you and me! That was… incredible. But having a ghost try and penetrate my hoohah?” She shakes her head. “I hope she’s the only one who thinks of that trick in the future.” She shivers. “Brr … talk about scary.
“Every time I think I’ve got a handle on this new gig I get thrown a curve ball of immense proportions.” The young widow approaches me, self-doubt in her eyes. “Thank you. Thank you for being here for me and for ‘taking one for the team.’”
Anger sparks inside me. “Is that what you think?” I grab her hand and place it over my still hard cock. “I want you, Lisa—despite the age difference, despite you being human and me being a vampire, despite there being no chance of a future for us—I want you. Do you understand?”
Her hand closes over my cock and gives it a light squeeze. “Crystal clear, Asa.” She reaches up and voluntarily kisses me, with no threat of a ghost possession to prod her. After a while she pulls back, newfound strength shining in her eyes. “But we have a job to finish first.”
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
Lisa
 
 
Sweet nibblets, my body is humming from Asa. Not only his touch, but his reaction to me. I hadn’t felt that much heat for over a decade during my hormone induced randy years when I first met my husband. Asa gave me a thigh quivering taste of what it would be like to indulge in my fantasy with him. From my reaction, I’m not sure I’ll survive. But what a way to die.
I smooth my hand down the front of my shirt, trying to collect my thoughts. “How many ghosts are left?”
“There should only be three.” He walks to the wall again and tilts the sconce, causing the door to slide open again. “We’ll need more gold. I’ll grab a few extra in case we run into problems.”
“Good idea.” I follow him into the tiny treasure room. “Who’s left?”
“Deneishia and Melvyn, both werewolves, and Emiko.”
The fact that there are still three spirits to reap unnerves me. “I know I said I didn’t want to know, but why are there so many dead people here?”
His hand hovers against the treasure chest. After a few seconds he looks at me. “We had problems with Ivan and…” He hesitates and I’m not sure I want to hear the rest of his explanation. “Vivian hosted a hunt.”
I shake my head. “What kind of hunt?”
His gaze drifts back to the chest. “A vampire hunt.” He hefts the lid open. “Emiko.”
Did I hear him correctly? Not sure I fully understand, I ask, “You guys hunted Emiko, as in—hunted to kill?”
He nods. “She was a ruthless killer, but if she could survive the hunt she’d earn her freedom from fifteen years in silver chains.” The coins jingle as he scoops up a handful. “Maybe it wasn’t the best idea in the world but she and the elders agreed to it.”
I’m speechless. Most vampire novels I’ve read painted them as violent creatures, but hearing an actual account goes way beyond my comprehension. The differences between Asa’s life and mine once again are glaringly clear. Several retorts linger on the tip of my tongue, most judgmental. But what do I know of his world besides the small slice I’ve seen over the two days? My life is hockey, my kids, and sunshine. His life is timeless— bound to a master vampire, consuming blood to survive, and darkness.
Breaking the tension, I say, “Well, that explains it.”
He glances at me. Something like wariness and relief flickers across his face. “We’d better get going.”
Fine with me. Despite the enjoyment I experienced here, the tunnels feel like they’re closing in on me. I rub my arms to chase away the heavy feeling that’s settled on my soul. “Where to next?”
Asa follows me out of the room and closes the door. “Let’s try the cabins. That’s where Melvyn died. Maybe Deneishia is hanging out there, too.”
“One can hope.”
We make our way through the tunnels to another ladder. Once again Asa leads the way and we eventually exit into a darkened cabin. The place is more rustic and, dare I say, smells a little like wet dog.
Instantly I see a scruffy looking guy with brown hair sitting on a couch. Next to him is a dark-skinned beauty. Both look incredibly bored until they realize I’m staring at them.
“’Ello,” says the guy. “What ‘ave we got here?”
His cockney accent takes me by surprise and I smile. “Melvyn?”
“Is he here?” Asa stops beside me and puts his hand on my waist. Maybe in preparation to protect me, or maybe he just wants to touch me again. Either way I’m good with it. 
“I think. English guy?” I ask.
“That’s him.” Asa inches closer, his arm going around my waist. “Don’t let him sweet talk you.”
I nod and look at the woman. “You wouldn’t happen to be Deneishia, would you?”
“That’s right.” She looks at Melvyn and back to me. “You can see us?”
I’m surprised they haven’t sensed me, but maybe a Were’s awareness isn’t as strong as a vampire’s. Or maybe they just aren’t controlling possessive creatures like the vampires are. “Yes. My name is Lisa.”
Melvyn stands. “Is this visit social or somethin’ else? Not that I’ll complain when a lovely lass shows up.”
“Thank you, but this isn’t really a social visit.” I fold my hands in front of me, trying to look unthreatening. “Actually, I’m a grim reaper and I’m here to help you crossover.”
Now the woman stands. Her face is a stony mask and I can’t tell if she’ll be cooperative or attack. “What do you mean, crossover?”
“You know—” I fumble for an explanation, not exactly sure what’s in store for the two werewolves. “Heaven.” I don’t add or Hell, figuring that won’t help persuade them to not fight the inevitable. “It’s better than hanging out here for eternity, isn’t it?”
The ghosts look at each other and then Melvyn shrugs. “Can’t be any worse, right? What you think?”
Deneishia isn’t so easily convinced. “At least here we know what to expect.”
“Yes, we do.” Melvyn slides his hand into hers. “Nobody seeing or hearing us. Life going on but we can’t participate. Running and hunting but never catching prey ever again.” He brings her hand to his mouth and kisses her knuckles. “It’s a fate worse than death, love.”
She swallows hard and then looks back at me. “Can we go together?”
More than anything I want to say yes, but I don’t know what happens after the elevator door closes, so I’m honest. “I don’t know, but I can ask.” I exhale and call, “Hal!”
Either the spirits I’m giving him are piquing his interest or the gold is motivating my porter. The pink light instantly appears, stretching and diming until the elevator door slides open. Dressed in orange plaid trousers and jacket, neon yellow boots, and a gigantic pair of pineapple-shaped sunglasses, I have to wonder if Hal is getting his style cues from Elton John or vice-versa. He leans out the elevator, seemingly giddy about being called.
A feral smile curves his lips. “I must say, Lisa, I haven’t had this much fun since the Salem witch burnings.”
“Nice, Hal.”
“What the shaggin’ hell is that?” Melvyn asks, pointing at the porter.
“That’s Hal and his elevator. He’ll deliver you to your appointed destination.”
The werewolf ghost laughs. “He’s got style, he does.”
“Thank you.” Hal’s voice drifts across the room and I feel the compulsion he’s sending out. Deneishia takes a step toward him but I block her path.
“Not so fast.” I glance at Asa. “Can I have three gold pieces?” I see his confusion but without questioning me he drops three coins into my hand. I close my fingers around them and hold my fist in the air. “Two gold pieces to transport them and one for you if you keep Melvyn and Deneishia together.”
Hal taps his chin with a long orange fingernail and purses his lips. “Five gold pieces and I will deliver them together and let them keep their wolves.”
His offer takes me by surprise. “What do you mean?”
“Meaning, I’ll deliver them to a place where they can remain in human form or run free as a wolf. The choice will be theirs.”
The offer seems extremely generous but I’m not a werewolf and don’t know if this is acceptable. I turn to the ghosts. “Well?”
They look like kids in a candy store. Melvyn claps his hands together. “When do we leave?”
“Just as soon as I get paid,” Hal says.
Everybody’s eyes level on me. I whisper to Asa, “Please tell me we can pay Hal five coins and still have enough for Emiko.”
Obviously Asa can hear and see Hal. He opens his hand, offering me two more pieces. “Hell yes. The sooner we get this over with the sooner I’m getting into your pants.”
I scoop up the coins and start tossing them at Hal. “All right then, get on board the elevator to paradise.” And hopefully I’d be visiting paradise very soon as well. “Happy trails. Run free. Be wild. See you in the next life.”
The two spirits waste no time boarding the elevator. With an excited wave from Melvyn, the door slides shut, leaving Asa and me alone in the cabin. Both of his arms slide around my body and he pulls my back against him. His breath feathers against my ear and his lips nuzzle against my neck.
“We’re alone,” he mumbles. “Wanna make out?”
I sigh and relax against him. “I’d love nothing more.” Turning, I wind my arms around his neck. “But we’ve got one more ghost to reap and I can’t concentrate until the job is finished.” I brush my mouth against his. “And you don’t want me to be distracted…” My tongue caresses his bottom lip. “Do you?”
He runs a hand up my spine and cups the back of my head, tilting it slightly. His mouth claims mine. I open to him and our tongues meet, sliding along each other. My heart beat quickens and those little flips I used to get when I was young and had a crush on a boy tumble in my stomach. A moan escapes me and all I want is to lose myself in Asa.
As if out of protest my stomach erupts with a complaint that sounds as if I haven’t eaten in days—which would be idiotic, because I’d kill somebody before that happened.
He smiles against my mouth, pulls back slightly and rests his forehead against mine. “Come on, you need to eat.”
For the first time as far as I remember, I want to argue I’m not hungry. But I’m going to need my strength for this last ghost and hopefully for the romp fest with Asa. “Okay.”
Our trip back to the inn is quick. I think I’m starting to memorize part of the tunnels. I knew when we were getting closer and guessed the last half dozen turns correctly. I can’t help but feel this isn’t information Vivian would want an outsider to know, but I’m not going to bring up the subject. Let sleeping vamps lie, as they say—or as I say now that I’ve reaped a kagillion of them.
Back at the inn I’m served a meal that satisfies every fat, cheese lovin’, alcoholic bit of me—a cheeseburger, fries, and a beer. It’s as if someone read my mind. Another thought I don’t want to examine too closely. Ignorance is bliss.
After downing the last of my beer, I stretch and yawn. For Asa the night is young, but the day’s events have wiped me out.
“Tired?” he asks.
I cover my mouth in a feeble attempt to hide my exhaustion. “Sorry. Reaping takes a lot out of me. Especially when they try to possess me.”
“Why don’t you get some sleep? Maybe we can reap Emiko later, or even tomorrow.”
Despite the prospect of having some fun with Asa after the job is finished, I’m missing my kids. Home seems like a million miles away and even though I know they’re fine with my best friend, I’m getting anxious to get home. “Maybe just a nap. We can go out later.”
“Sounds good.”
I prop my elbow on the table and rest my chin on my hand, smiling. “Can I ask you a favor?”
He mirrors my position. “Anything.”
“Will you come to bed with me?”
His eyes widen. “You’re supposed to sleep.”
“I will.” My smile evaporates. “I don’t want to be alone. Not with Emiko still on the loose.”
Without hesitation he stands and holds out his hand. “Come on.”
Boy, I could really get used to having this guy around. Hot, considerate, seems to like kids. I tamp down the disappointment about what can’t be—at least not now, and accept his hand. We head to my room and he closes the door behind us.
It takes a second for my eyes to adjust. “Is it true vampires see in the dark?”
“Yep.”
“What am I doing now?” I stick out my tongue.
“Careful, or I’ll take that as an invitation.”
I laugh. “Okay, it’s true.” I walk to the bed. “Uh, sorry if this is awkward, but I can’t sleep with pants on. I’m a little claustrophobic.”
Suddenly he’s beside me. “You can take off all your clothes as far as I’m concerned.”
“But then I wouldn’t get a nap, would I.”
He gives me a slow, coaxing kiss and then pulls away. “Definitely not.”
I push at his chest and step back. “I’m not saying no. I’m just saying no for now.” I shed my pants, which leaves me in a long t-shirt, and crawl under the covers. I pat the bed. “Come on.”
He turns on the bathroom light and cracks the door an inch. Very deliberately, Asa unzips his pants and steps out of them, and then pulls off his shirt. I frown at him and he smiles. “Just leveling the playing field.”
“Tease.”
Pulling back the covers, he slips in next to me and wraps me in his slightly cooler embrace. “Honey, teasing is the last thing I want to do to you.”
His skin feels good against mine. I swear my body temperature has risen three degrees since I met him. I snuggle against him and sigh. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a man’s arms around me. Even way before my husband died. We had a hands-off practice when it came to actually sleeping. He stayed on his side of the bed and I stayed on mine. But with Asa that’s not what I want.
My eyes drift shut and I’m asleep within minutes.
When my eyes flutter open a few hours later, he’s still there, still wrapped around me, still keeping me safe. Even though I didn’t move he must have sensed when I awoke.
“Sleep well?”
“Better than I have in a long time.” I lift my head and look at the clock. “Ten.” My head drops back to the pillow. “Dang, I was really tired.”
Asa doesn’t move to get up, but his hand slides up my arm. It would be so easy to turn over and make love to him right now. Giving in a little, I do roll to face him. The red numbers from the digital clock reflect in his eyes. His stare is intense and it takes my breath away.
“I really want you, Lisa.”
Usually I’d come back with some coy comment but humor escapes me, because I want what he wants. Skin against skin. “One more ghost and I’m all yours.” He pushes me to my back, covering my body with his. I spread my legs and he settles between them. God he feels good. His erection presses against me. “You’re not making this easy.”
“I know.” His mouth captures mine and his hand creeps up my ribs to cup my breast. “That’s what I’m hoping for.”
His thumb strums my nipple, bringing it to a tight peak. A whimper of desire and angst escapes me. I run my hands down his back and over his tight buns. They’re just as nice to touch as they are to look at. Unable to help myself I grind against him and open my mouth in invitation.
He accepts and for a few minutes we’re lost in a cloud of sensual caresses and kisses. To my surprise, Asa draws back first. “Listen, if we go much further I’m not going to be able to stop. Good news is you don’t have to worry about disease or getting pregnant.” He grins at me wickedly in the semi-darkness. 
A glimmer of light from the clock glints off the top of his fang. Oh yeah, that’s hot, but he’s right. I’m not sure what kind of shape I’m going to be in, so I’d rather reap this last ghost and then let the chips—or clothes—fall where they may. “Then we’d better stop.” I use my own argument on him, certain the sliver of doubt I place will be enough to give us both the willpower we need to get dressed. “Because if I have to rest for a few days after we make love, I don’t want to worry about Emiko.”
His body tenses and stares at me. “Do you think… that us being together will be to rough?”
I squeeze his ass and wrap my legs around his thighs. “If we do it right.”
A slow smile spreads across his mouth and his body relaxes. “Let’s go reap this bitch.”
In an instant he’s off the bed and getting dressed. “Uh, okay.” I shove the covers the rest of the way off. “Nothing like a little enthusiasm.”
The rasp of his zipper hisses through the darkness. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
That spurs on my own efforts to get dressed. Within minutes we’re out the door and back in the tunnels, practically running. “You got the gold?” I huff out.
“Yep.” He slows to a brisk walk. “Three pieces in case Hal decides to barter.”
We continue down tunnel after tunnel. “Tell me about Emiko.”
“Small, Asian, deadly, fully trained as a ninja like three hundred years ago—and if she could die again I’d gladly do the honors.”
The vehemence in his voice shocks me. “So, we’ve saved the worst for last?”
He stops suddenly and turns. I almost run into him, but halt just in time. “Don’t let your guard down for a second. Don’t let go of me. And don’t believe the crap she’s going to spew at you. There’s nothing good about Emiko. She’s no innocent soul that needs to be saved. She was a master vampire and did a lot of really bad shit when she was alive.” I open my mouth to ask what, but he holds up a hand. “No, don’t ask. They’re the kind of things that will keep you awake at night. Trust me when I say, you don’t want to know.”
I inhale. “Okay. I trust you.”
He nods and takes my hand. “We still have a way to the hangar.”
From my ride from the landing strip I figure we have to walk at least two miles. Again, the complexity and sheer genius of the tunnels hits me. We travel without talking. Mainly I’m trying not to suck wind like a two pack-a-day smoker, and I wonder what it would be like to have unlimited energy like Asa.
“So, explain again how a human turns into a vampire.”
“Why? You thinking of converting?”
I give an unladylike snort. “No. Just curious.”
“A human is drained almost to point of death and then given the vampire’s blood.” He says this in the same way he’d explain how to microwave a burrito. “The conversion takes place after they’ve consumed almost half of their maker’s blood.”
“Oh.” I’m afraid to ask the next question but I forge ahead. “What if a human happens to say… lick a cut you had? Would anything happen?”
He stopped again and faced me. “What are you asking?”
I shrug. “I’m just curious. Some stories say it’s addictive.”
His eyes search my face for a few seconds. “It can be, especially to werewolves and other vampires.”
“Would a human get any special perks from it?” God, I sound like a junkie, but I’m curious if a little of Asa’s blood will help me in case Emiko is too strong.
“You planning on draining me?”
“Yes, but not that way.” I lean in and kiss him. “If you’re lucky.”
He shakes his head. “Yes, there are—perks, but you don’t need them. If you drank from me and I’ve fed from you, you’d be bound to me for a month. I wouldn’t do that to you unless we had no other choice—like you were hurt badly or something. Besides, you’re the Angel of Death. You’ve got your own mojo.”
“I didn’t say I wanted to try it.” From the look on his face he doesn’t believe me. I roll my eyes. “Fine, I was thinking if Emiko is too strong then it might help—but that was before you mentioned the binding part.” I already had enough people demanding things from me. Answering to one more wasn’t appealing. Even if it was Asa. “What is the binding all about?”
“It’s nature’s defense mechanism for vampires. You’d want to protect me and would do anything I wanted, with no regard for yourself. I’d never do that to you—Vivian has taught me a lot about what it means to take someone’s free will. She’s not done it to me and I’m grateful for it.” He draws me to him. “You can do this. Without my blood.”
“I’m glad you have confidence in me.” And I don’t mention how freaked out the idea of losing my free will has made me.
“I won’t let Emiko hurt you, Lisa.” He starts down the tunnel again.
I don’t ask how he’s going to do that if he can’t see her. I’ll cross that bridge when we get there.
We exit the tunnels inside the hangar. The sun is still high in the sky even at this late hour. The place is empty, no planes, no people, but the giant door is open. With nobody around and wolves roaming the area, there’s probably not a reason to lock things up.
We walk to the edge of the shadows and stop. “I don’t see any ghosts.” I let go of Asa’s hand. “Let me look outside.”
“No, you have to draw her in here where I can help you.”
“I’ll be all right. We have to find her first.”
His lips thin into a tight line. “Don’t go far. If she’s not here we’ll look somewhere else.”
“I promise.” 
Creeping forward, I scan the parking area. There’s a jet and another black SUV with dark windows, but nothing else. We’re miles from civilization and the tundra stretches beyond the runway in a wavy sea of lichen and scrub. The warm breeze caresses me and makes the tiny buds of the ground cover dance. It’s so quiet it’s eerie, especially since I’m searching for a psycho ghost.
“Looking for me?”
I swing around and come face to face with Emiko. She’s a lot smaller than I remembered from the inn when I first arrived, but I know not to let her size fool me. “Yes.” The casual ‘hey, I’m here to reap you’ I used on the other ghosts seems laughable. Power emanates from her and I’m instantly on alert. “If you’re Emiko.”
She continues to stare at me, not confirming her identity. After a few seconds she says, “You should have left after Melvyn and Deneishia.”
I almost feel her gaze stabbing me with its intensity. Everything Asa told me about her is true, and then some. “I take it you’re not going to be cooperative.”
“Hardly.”
“Lisa, get back in the hangar,” Asa yells.
Good idea. I take a step but she blocks my path. “I don’t think so.”
“Hal.” I want him waiting to take Emiko because I’ll probably not get a second chance. The pink light expands and within seconds the door opens. “Get ready.”
I don’t look at him but I hear his muttered curse. Dread washes over me. If he’s concerned then I certainly should be way more so. I bolt toward the hangar but before I go three steps I’m lifted off the ground and tossed several feet. I hit the gravel and roll. Pain ricochets through my body. Rolling to my side, I glare at Emiko, trying to catch my breath and not whine. “You.” Gasp. “Did not just do that.”
“Lisa, are you okay?” Asa’s voice sounds frantic. “Don’t let her touch you!”
I push to a sitting position and glance at him. He’s pacing along the edge of the shadow and I know he’s going to run out and to try and help if I don’t stop him. My body protests when I ease to a stand. “Yeah, I’m all right.” I hold up a hand. “Do not come out here. I want you whole and healthy for later.”
Luckily the bitch of a ghost tossed me closer to where he prowled. I back toward him as she stalks me.
“I wanted Vivian’s pet wolf but had to settle for taking what I wanted from this one.” She flicks her head toward Asa.
“What do you mean?” I want to keep her talking. Maybe I can get the advantage—somehow. “Taking what?”
“Don’t listen to her, Lisa. She’s a lying cunt.”
Normally I hate the C-word, but in this case it’s fitting.
“You won’t be disappointed, reaper. He’s a good lay. I think he liked it, even though he fought it ‘til the end.”
That draws me to a stop. Sometimes I’m not the brightest bulb in the string of lights but her meaning is perfectly clear. “You raped him?”
“Lisa!” Anguish fills Asa’s cry. “Do not listen to her.”
Emiko shrugs. “I take what I want because I’m more powerful and there’s nothing anybody can do about it.”
“Really?” I’m super pissed now. Not just irked or angry. A red haze settles over my vision. “Because it looks like somebody took care of you and now it’s my turn.”
Her fangs extend and she hisses. “I’d like to see you try.”
I’m suddenly very calm. Rape my temporary vampire boyfriend and think you’re going to get away with it? Oh, I don’t think so. Energy ripples through my body and I dig deep, focusing on what I am—an angel of death.
I hurl toward the ghost just as she attacks. All my training races back to me. We collide but instead of holding onto her with my hand, I wrap my arms around the ghost and press her against my body. Instead of her possessing me, I take command of her spirit.
From what seems like a long distance I hear Asa and Hal yelling at me, but I’m completely focused on Emiko. Even though she tries to fight me, her efforts are useless. A part of me I’ve not acknowledged before, the scary part of being Death’s deliverer, pushes through my fear. A black ghostly essence extends from me and wraps around us, making Emiko and me one. I feel her hatred and evil, but I also sense her years of empty existence.
The blackness flows around us, her screams seemingly locked inside me. I walk to Hal. My mind is not my own. Something beyond Lisa Carron is controlling my actions. A few feet away, the energy holding Emiko disconnects from me. Still encased in the black ghostly shroud, her spirit is whisked into the elevator. Unlike the other ghosts, she descends and within seconds she’s gone.
I stumble away from Hal, gasping and in a daze. He’s staring at me with an expression I haven’t seen before. Respect? Maybe fear? I don’t want—am unable—to analyze what just happened. Turning, I walk to Asa. “Gold.”
He drops a coin in my hand. Numbly I return to Hal and toss the payment to him. He catches it, but doesn’t lower his hand. “It seems we are in for very interesting ride, Lisa Carron.” He tucks the gold in his vest pocket. “Very interesting.”
With that the elevator compresses into a pink line of light and disappears. I stand there for a few seconds, still trying to wrap my head around what I’d just become. Slowly I turn and face Asa. “Well, that’s never happened before.”
His mouth is hanging open and his body sags at my words. “Holy shit. I don’t think you ever really needed me.”
My footsteps move toward him. “Oh yes, I really need you.”
I’m on him in five long strides and throw myself at him. Our mouths lock, devouring each other. After a few breathless seconds, and before I start peeling off his clothes, I pull back. “That’s it right? No more ghosts?”
He shakes his head. “That’s it.”
“Then…” I yank on the hem of his shirt. “Let’s get this party started.”
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
Asa
 
I glance warily at the piercing bright light just feet from my shoes. Reluctantly I grab Lisa’s hands. “Hold on there, hot stuff.”
A puzzled expression crosses her lovely face. “What’s wrong? Change your mind?”
Desire burns in my chest. “Nope. Not by a long shot.” I motion with my head toward the nearby sunlight. “Although it is difficult to relax when I’m worried I could go up in smoke any second.”
Lisa barks out a relieved laugh. “Well, when you put it that way…” She glances around the stark hangar. “This place doesn’t exactly look like a good spot for a romantic tryst.”
I wiggle my eyebrows. “How about my apartment in the hotel basement?” 
“You’re on!” Lisa grabs my hand and races for the ladder hidden in the back storage room. In a flash we’re running through the tunnels, still holding hands and laughing like teenagers. At one point Lisa has to stop to catch her breath, complaining if she runs the whole way she’ll be too tired to have fun.
Not willing to risk her exhaustion, I give her the choice of a fireman’s carry over my shoulder or a piggyback ride. I hoped she’d go for the fireman’s carry simply so I could smack her tempting ass every now and then. She climbs onto my back and I swear, the heat from her crotch feels like a scorching brand against my back, spurring me to run faster.
Within minutes we’re crossing the threshold to my bedroom, and I close the door with one foot. With a flick of a switch the bedside lamp comes on, a low glow in the windowless room. Thankfully the Army made me a neat man and I don’t have any dirty clothes or travel mugs strewn about to embarrass me. 
“Holy cow! What a rush!” Lisa laughs as I lower her to the bamboo flooring. Turning to face her I back her up to the door, pressing my body against hers as I reach to lock it. This would not be a good time for Eric or Pat to come bursting in for a Sons of Anarchy marathon.
Her face tilts up to mine, eagerness etching her intense gaze and flushed cheeks. I rest one hand on her waist, circling it lightly behind her to snug the sexy woman flush to my hips, and gently cup her cheek with the other hand, savoring the warmth spilling off her skin. “God, you’re beautiful.”
“I certainly feel that way when you look at me like that.” Her hands slide up and across my chest, reaching my shoulders to pull me closer.
We lunge together at once, our lips meeting in the middle. The fresh scent of tundra grasses cling to her clothing, as does the lingering aroma of the inn’s exclusive shower gel on her skin. I thrust my tongue inside her mouth, conscious I need to hold back so I don’t scare her with my desperation. 
It’s been months for me. I won’t last long. I’ve been with no one since Emiko—and before her, Joanna. Two very different and not-so-great experiences. One I killed because she was bat shit crazy, and the other, I was a convenient blood snack to save Jon.
This time I want the woman more than I ever thought possible. I want Lisa beneath me, I want her on top of me, I want her lush body writhing against mine. My fist clenches in the fabric near her waist and my muscles tense with restraint. 
Slow down, man. You have all night.
I will feel her hot skin slicked with sweat. I will make her call out my name. I pour my longing into the kiss, knowing by her increased heart rate she’s as turned on as I am.
The kisses we shared before are nothing compared to the passion in our union now. Before I have a chance to reel in my desires, Lisa pulls at my shirt again. We part for a brief instance while she hauls the material over my head and tosses it away.
Her hands run over my bare skin, the tips of her fingers brushing my hardened nipples. “Hell. You’ve got to work out, right?” 
A shiver runs through me. I’ll be lucky if the first round lasts two minutes.
I nod, unwilling to speak when I want my mouth back on hers. As I lean toward her to capture her swollen lips, she halts me with the gentle press of one hand. A small push and a flick of her eyes is all it takes for me to understand she wants us on the big bed behind me.
I smile and walk backward, trailing my hands along her arms to link fingers and tow her with me. A huge grin spreads across her face and she launches at me, wrapping her legs around my waist as the back of my thighs hit the mattress.
I sit and relish the heat of her pressed to my lap. My hands skim under her shirt and up her back… her skin feels silky soft. I curve my fingers to allow my short nails to drag along her skin.
A moan escapes the sexy reaper as she arches her back and thrusts her full breasts toward me. Needing no more encouragement, I snuggle my face into the vee of her shirt, kissing every inch of exposed skin I can reach.
“More…” she whispers, tugging her shirt off to reveal a plain tan bra. “Not exactly sexy, but…” Uncertainty clouds her eyes for a moment and I rush to reassure her.
“You’re sexy no matter what you’re wearing. How can you not see that?” To emphasize my point I release the bra clasp in the back and slide the fabric off. In a flash I pick her up and switch our positions, pinning her to the bed and cupping her breasts. I settle my hips against her mound, pressing my arousal to her heat while I thumb her rock hard nipples.
Her jean-clad hips rise off the bed and grind the seam of my zipper into my erection. “It’s times like this I see the benefit of wearing a skirt.”
Without speaking I stand and wrench my jeans off as fast as I can. I step out of them wearing only my boxers, my blatant eagerness poking out the top band. She sucks in a breath while staring at my crotch. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”
I reach for her waistband and she smiles, straightening her legs to help me remove her pants. After a zip and a few tugs she lies before me in only her skull-covered bikini underwear. I run one hand over the soft cotton, eager to get to the heat they hide.
At my smile she says, “They were a gift from Vella… my best friend.”
“They’re cute.”
She groans. “Cute? Did you just call me cute? Isn’t that like the kiss of death when it comes to passion?”
Desire languidly pours through my limbs, enticing every fiber and nerve ending it touches. I need a light-hearted entanglement after the hell my life has been the past two years. I’d tell her she was more than cute, that she’s perfect, if I thought she’d believe me. I settle for simple actions to express my feelings. I grasp the material at each hip and slowly pull it down her thighs. “Not a passion killer for me. I like cute.”
I reach for her and she scoots away, further up the bed. I kneel on the mattress and crawl toward her, happy with wherever this delicious woman wants me. I circle one warm ankle and trail my touch up her calf. “You’ve got an incredible body.”
“Me?” she squeaks. “You’re just saying that because you’re about to…”
“Have sex with you all night?” I shake my head. “That may be true, but that’s not why I said it.” I clasp her thighs and pry them apart, lowering my chest between her legs. “You’re a woman, with a woman’s curves. If I wanted a damn skinny teeny-bopper something would be wrong with me.” I lean down and plant a kiss on her rounded stomach. “And there’s nothing wrong with me.”
Lisa digs her heels into my back. “Uh-uh, mister. Get up here.”
I continue with my downward trek, brushing my fingers across the soft curls of her mound. “You mean down, don’t you?”
She nudges me with her heels again. “Nope. I meant what I said. It’s your turn. You already set me up in the storage room.”
I open my mouth and bite near her belly button, drawing a stinging hiss of pleasure from her lips. “Darlin’, I plan to do a lot more than that to you tonight.”
She grabs my shoulders. “Asa! Listen to me. I don’t doubt we’ll have fun all night. But dammit, I want you in me right now. You have no idea how long it’s been. Let’s just say it’s been a long time and I don’t want to wait anymore.” There’s a playful challenge in her eye. “Are you telling me no?” 
She’s incredible. I think I’ve met my match.
“No, ma’am,” I say, while rising to meet my lover’s demands.
Her talented toes latch onto my underwear and she scoots the fabric down my hips while I laugh in surprise. “That’s an interesting talent you’ve got there.”
She grabs my hips and pulls me close, nestling me up against her wet entrance. “You have no idea.”
One hot hand wraps my length, guiding me exactly where I need to go. Gratitude washes through me at her readiness. Is there anything sexier than a partner who wants you as much as you want them? I stare into her blue eyes as I thrust forward slowly, unsure how fast she’ll want me to take her and unwilling to hurt her tender flesh in my haste.
“Oh… yes… that’s it,” she whispers before leaning in to kiss my neck. Delicate teeth nip the taut skin, causing my hips to jerk in surprise. “You like it when I bite, do you?”
She presses her hot mouth to me again and bites harder, pulling a groan from my lips and a spasm from my hips. Before I know it I’m seated to the hilt and my arms shake with the strain to hold back.
“I want you, Lisa. I want you bad.”
“You’ve got me, baby.” One hand snakes behind my head and pulls me close. “Now fuck me like you mean it.”
Her arousing words spur me on and I follow her desires. I pull out and slam back in, relishing the feel of her clasping walls around my shaft. Over and over I thrust into her welcoming heat, those tiny heels digging into my ass begging me for more.
“I…” I pant, gritting my teeth against my inevitable orgasm and my overwhelming urge to bite her, “I’m not going to last long…”
“We have all night.”
My fangs descend and I turn away, shame and uncertainty racing through me. My voice comes out a harsh whisper near her ear, “I want to bite you.”
She shivers, the excited tremor cascading down through her pussy. “Do it.”
I nuzzle her neck, her short blond hair tickling my forehead. Desire rides me high, urging me to plunge into her flesh with my fangs, just like my cock is doing with her body.
Not wanting to hurt or scare her, I kiss her heated flesh, running one sharp fang along her skin. Lisa arches toward me, pressing herself harder against my mouth, eager for my forbidden kiss. Her hips meet my every thrust, matching me stroke for stroke with her own growing passion.
“Please, Asa…. Bite me.” 
Her soft plea pushes me over the edge and I lightly sink my teeth into her flesh. The second the tangy taste of her blood washes over my tongue I reach my peak, thrusting harder and deeper into the inviting heat between her legs.
My orgasm starts to jet as I pull on the shallow wound, drawing a small mouthful of blood from my lover. A scream of ecstasy rips from her lungs as her slick interior walls spasm around me. On and on my orgasm lasts, drawn out longer by the slow sipping of her blood.
Unwilling to take more than a mouthful from her, I draw back and lick the tiny wounds, sealing them instantly. I continue to pump my hips in and out, hoping to extend her release as long as possible.
After a moment she quiets, her body relaxing beneath me.
“Freakin’ hell,” she says between gasping breaths. “That was incredible.”
I brace my weight on my elbows and mumble my agreement, kissing her neck in gratitude. What a gift this woman has given me. An intimate encounter with no pain, with no hidden agenda, just a simple joy of feeling between two people. 
Lisa turns her face toward me and I feel her smiling against my shoulder. “When can we do it again?”
I circle my hips in answer; my length and girth not diminished one iota. “I may be undead, but I require no recovery time.”
Lisa laughs and pulls my face to hers in a loud smacking kiss. “Damn, Asa. You’re just what I need.” She rolls me over and climbs on top. “My turn to burn some calories.”
I reach up and grab her breasts. “You ever need a work out partner, just call.”
She swats me playfully and starts to move. “Have I told you how nice Anchorage is?”
I thrust up with my hips, driving the blond beauty off the bed a few extra inches. “No, do tell.”
 



 
Epilogue
 
The trip to the V V Inn has been successful in more ways than one. Oddly, I’ll miss the place, mainly because of Asa. On the other hand I can’t wait to get home and back to a normal life. I might be a grim reaper with all that entails, but there is a whole world I never knew existed. I can only imagine what else is out there.
I glance at Jon. He agreed to drive me to the airport. Though I hadn’t had much contact with him, I think he’s happy to see me go. “So, a werewolf, eh?”
He smirks. “Yeah.”
“Interesting.” Looking back at the road I sift through the questions I want to ask. The ride is short so I have limited time. Plus, I’m not sure how receptive he’ll be to my probing. “Is that full moon thing a myth?”
His eyes cut to me. “No, the urge to turn is just stronger.” He looks back to the road. Okay, not a big talker. “That whole scythe thing—is that a myth?”
I shrug. “Heck if I know. I don’t have one but there’s a lot about being a reaper I haven’t learned yet.”
We ride the rest of the way in silence. Asa said he’d meet me in the hangar. Some of my memories about the past few days are fuzzy. I can’t help but wonder if he’s done something to erase knowledge I’m not supposed to have. The idea doesn’t make me angry. Actually the opposite. It’s probably better I don’t remember. That saying I can tell you, but I’d have to kill you comes to mind. Yeah, ignorance is bliss.
The SUV stops outside the hangar and I see Asa waiting in the shadows. My heart gives a little leap. Damn he’s sexy. Being with him has done more for my self-esteem than a whole library of self-help books could have.
After unloading my bag Jon turns to me. “Thanks. I was skeptical but…thanks.”
I stick out my hand. “You’re welcome.” He hesitates to take it. “I promise I won’t reap you.”
He smiles and gives my hand a shake. Then he gets back into the vehicle and drives away. A man I’ve not seen before takes my bag.
“Whenever you’re ready, Mrs. Carron.”
“Thank you.” I scan the area but the small plane I arrived in isn’t there. Only the jet. “Are we taking that?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll wait on board for you.”
Wow, it’s my lucky day. I could get used to perks like this. I head into the hangar and stop when I reach Asa. “Did you arrange for the jet?”
He hooks his finger inside the neck of my shirt and pulls me to him. “You deserve a sweet ride home after what you’ve been through.”
“You sure know the way to a girl’s heart.” Wrapping my arms around him I tilt my face toward his. “I think I’m going to miss you a little.”
His mouth descends to mine. The kiss is slow and hot. If there wasn’t a pilot waiting for me I might be inclined to give him a proper goodbye. However, we did do that several times the night before—and this morning.
After a blissful minute he breaks our kiss. “I think I’m going to miss you a lot.”
“You can always come to visit.” I run one hand down his chest. “Spend some time with my kids.”
“I’d like that.” He leans in and nuzzles my neck. “Maybe we could meet in Fairbanks sometime.”
I tilt my head, giving him access. Jeez, I’ve turned into such a vampire whore. “Maybe I’ll just do that.”
We kiss again and I pour all my sexy into it. It might be a while until I see Asa again. I don’t want him to forget about me. In an effort to get closer, I grind my body against him. Instantly he responds, his erection pressing against me. Yeah, I’m going to miss that.
When he draws back his eyes search my face. “Thank you—for everything.”
The moment is getting too emotional. I have to leave and he has to stay. There’s no getting around it. We come from two different worlds. They might be supernatural worlds but at this point they’re better kept apart. “Thank you—” I gyrate against him again. “For everything.”
A moan of desire escapes him. He cups my rear end and pulls me tighter. One more kiss and then I step away. “You know you can always call me.” I heft my bag over my shoulder. “I’m not opposed to a little long distance dirty talk.”
“How about dirty texting?” He wiggles his eyebrows.
“Maybe, but typing ‘moan’ one handed isn’t as good as hearing it.”
“You’ve got a point.”
I reach into my pocket and pull out the gold coin he gave me. “You sure Vivian won’t miss this?”
“I’m sure.” He hooks his thumbs in his belt loops. “Wouldn’t matter anyway. Call me if you need more. I want you to stay safe.”
“You’re the best.” I flip the coin in the air and catch it. “Okay. Until next time, vampire.”
“Until next time, reaper.”
Before I change my mind and throw myself at Asa again, I pivot and head into the sunlight. I don’t look back but focus on getting home to my kids. The coin is warm in my palm. Even if I do encounter another supernatural ghost I won’t be using this coin. It’s part of my time here with him—and I wouldn’t give that up for all the pirate booty in the world.
 

 



 
Find all of Boone’s books at: www.boonebrux.com
The adventure began with To Catch Her Death.
 
About the Author
 
Boone Brux is a multi-published author with stories that range from her bestselling paranormal romance, Suddenly Beautiful, to her medieval Bringer and the Bane series. As a frequently featured author and speaker at conventions, Boone loves connecting with readers. Settled in the icy regions of Alaska with the love of her life and twin daughters, it's not uncommon to find Boone tapping away on her iPad on a windy beach or the barren tundra.
 
Find all books by Boone Brux on AMAZON
 
Other novels by Boone:
 
To Catch Her Death ~ A Grim Reality Novel
Suddenly Beautiful
 
Bringer and the Bane Series: 
Shield of Fire (Book 1)
Kiss of the Betrayer (Book 2) 
Chain of Illusions (Book 3)
 
Newsletter link - http://bit.ly/BoonesNL
Website: www.boonebrux.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/BooneBruxAuthor
Twitter: www.twitter.com/boonebrux
Street Team: http://bit.ly/BBaneST 
 



 
Acknowledgements:
 
Thank you, Tina Winograd, for your unwavering professionalism, your sometimes quirky sense of humor, your fast and adept editing, and your friendship. We’re glad to have you on our side.
 
Big thanks goes out to our readers, new and old. You’re the reason we struggle day in and day out to make it in this complex and disenchanting industry. To have someone who longs to read the stories inside our heads is priceless.
 



 
Note from the Authors
 
This book is a combination of characters from two series, the V V Inn by C.J. Ellisson and Grim Reality by Boone Brux. Each series contains unique characters and terms, so we’ve added a glossary to help you out!
 
Glossary
 
Bloodcoffee - a mixture of half-blood and half-coffee, favored by undead everywhere.
Donor - a human who donates blood to a vampire, willingly, with no connections.
Dria - the master vampire who narrates the first book, aka Vivian and Alexandria. She’s married to Rafe and they own the V V Inn together.
Fledgling - term used for a vampire under the age of five years.
Jon/Jonathan - Vivian's werewolf servant and the head groundskeeper on the property.
Liebling - German endearment, meaning darling.
Master Vampire - a vampire who heads their own seethe, or is independent of a seethe. One not requiring the blood of a master to gain in power, but has accumulated enough strength to hold their own in a battle where an older vampire may try to drain a younger one for their blood.
Rafe - Vivian's human husband, bonded mate for sixty-five years, and co-owner to the inn.
Romeo - Jonathan's old Alpha, but not the Were who infected him.
Seethe - A vampire family, or group of vampires, with a master vampire at its head.
Turning - term used for when a human has been changed into a vampire.
Vivian - the nickname for Dria, a play on words from The V V Inn.
Were - shorthand for werewolf.
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ROOK
Allie’s War Episodes 1-4
 
by
 
JC Andrijeski
 

 
Like most humans, Allie spent her life distancing herself from Seers, a race of human-like beings discovered on Earth in the early 1900s. Then she catches her boyfriend in the arms of a hot band groupie, and Allie goes from San Francisco artist slacker to the girl wearing the GPS anklet.
 
That’s the least of her problems, though, compared to the shock of discovering who—and what—she really is.

Yanked out of her life by the mysterious Revik, Allie finds out that her blood may not be as “human” as she always thought. Through Revik she learns the truth: that Seers are nothing like she thought, that the world is nothing like it appears to be...and she has far more in common with the Seers than she ever wanted to believe.
 
The Allie’s War series is an exciting blend of Urban Fantasy and New Adult romance, with a gritty, unique new world in an alternate version of modern day Earth.
 

 
Dedicated to Maya, Samantha, Naomi, Keeley and Allie and all of the other lights that came to build us a better world.
 

 



 
“The meaning of events is the supreme meaning, that is not in events, and not in the soul, but is the God standing between events and the soul, the mediator of life, the way, the bridge and the going across.” 
 
~ Carl Jung, The Red Book, Liber Novus
 

 



 
Prologue
MISTAKE
 
 
“Put it down!” A voice yelled. “On the ground! Right now!”
I blinked in confusion, staring at the bottle in my hand. The jagged end of broken glass looked like something out of a cartoon, or an old gangster movie.
Blood ran down the inside of my arm, not all of it mine. My muscles locked, bunched up with adrenaline.
Someone must have called the police. The young guy in front of me didn’t have his gun out, but his hand held the holster menacingly, and his uniform brought a flush of panic, starting somewhere in my lower belly.
The other fire that had burned there—irrationally bright only seconds before—abruptly sobered. Without taking so much as a breath, I dropped the broken bottle, holding up my hands in a gesture of surrender.
I’ve never been a tough chick. I’d never done anything remotely like this before...but I knew enough to know that my combat boots, smudged make-up and punky, bleached-calico hair weren’t winning me any points with the men in blue. I looked around at the swath of cleared space around the bar.
“Hands up!” the cop yelled.
“They’re up!” I said.
He walked up, grabbing one of my wrists. He spun me around so I faced the bar. I felt cool metal hit my wrist as my chest thudded into the lacquered wood.
“You have any weapons?” the young policeman asked. He cuffed me, then patted me down. “Don’t fucking move!” he yelled, when I turned to look at him.
“No weapons!” I was shouting I realized, scared out of my wits.
All the while, my mind churned useless facts. People got shot doing stupid shit like this. More cops got shot in domestic disputes than during any other kind of call, which likely explained why the young cop’s hands shook as he cuffed me. 
My eyes swept the oddly bright space until they lit on the person who had inspired all this drama, and that flame of irrational feeling ripped once more through my chest cavity, making it difficult to breathe, to think straight.
Jaden, my now ex-boyfriend, stood like a store mannequin, his eyes as wide as saucers in a pale face. He gripped the upper arm of his date, a voluptuous girl in a red vinyl dress, as if to steady himself. I looked at her, and the rage came back, intense enough to scare me. Breathing harder, I leaned against the wood, closing my eyes, trying to crush my own chest.
Feeling ripped through my center, animal-like—almost painful.
In my defense, I’d only heard about them that night, and the fact that their affair started three months earlier, while I’d been blissfully happy, thinking Jaden and I were mutually in love. According to his bass player, she’d started hanging out with them after shows, eventually winning him over with flattery, pouty lips and enormous tits. 
She was babbling something to him and her friends now, half-hysterical, her arm bleeding profusely from where I’d slashed at her with the bottle, her red-painted lips another dark wound on her face.
I stared at them both, thinking, this can’t be real. It can’t be. This isn’t me.
But it was.
 



 
1
MR. MONOCHROME
 
 
So yeah, I got arrested that September, and it pretty much changed everything.
Forever and ever...in my life, at least.
Why did it change everything, you might be wondering?
Well, not for the reasons you’re probably thinking.
Okay, yeah, it was really humiliating. I got thrown in jail for two nights. The cops treated me like some kind of PCP-smoking weirdo and wouldn’t let me call my mom for twenty-four hours. My mom flipped out. My brother Jon really flipped out. My friends all flipped out. I got a psych eval, as mandated by the state of California for all new violent offenders with no previous criminal records. I got a blood test...again. I had to pee in a jar. 
Then, after all of that, I had to do community service. I couldn’t leave town. Worse, I had to check in with the authorities, and yes, wear a shiny new GPS bracelet that was even more awkward to explain when I finally got back to my job at Lucky Cat diner.
Who thankfully, by some miracle, hadn’t fired me.
None of that was the real issue, either, though.
The real problem, as they explained to me much, much later in time, was that I made myself visible. That little freak-out of mine with Jaden and the broken bottle and the bimbo band groupie was like sending up a great, big, noisy flare, one that got all the wrong people looking in my direction. 
Why is that, you might be wondering?
Well, it’s simple. See, what I did was only crazy if you’re human.
If you’re not human, I was later to discover, it’s pretty much run-of-the-mill normal.
 

 
I tried not to fidget as I stared around the courthouse room.
I should be used to being in this place. I wasn’t. Nor did I really want to be. 
I hoped I wouldn’t be called last. That desk jockey I spoke to promised me he’d try to get me put at the top of the list, but I was pretty sure he’d just been angling for my number. I still needed to stop by my mom's place before work, and the clock was ticking.
Just as I was starting to wonder if I should call my manager, Tom, and give him a head’s up that I’d be late again, the court clerk appeared in the narrow doorway on the other side of the low wall, wearing a portable monitor. He cleared his throat, and the sound echoed in the featureless room, a bland, institutional-looking space clearly designed to make us feel like rats in a cage, or maybe just numbers instead of names. The four off-white walls were broken only in a few places, by that pony wall that served almost like a balcony, and a one-way window above the two sets of double-doors at the back of the room. 
A row of scuffed up wooden benches held most of us waiting on the clerk, with a few extra people perched on cheap-looking folding chairs that stood against the walls to the right and the left of me. The off-white linoleum had stains I didn’t want to know about.
I watched as the court clerk unfurled the monitor from around his wrist and spread it out on the podium-like table in front of him. He squinted at it for a few seconds, then drew on it with a finger, probably going through the list of our names.
Meaning, the ex-convicts’ names. Meaning people like me.
The thought still boggled my mind.
The clerk looked up at all of us a few seconds later. He squinted at us, too.
I wondered if he needed eye surgery, or if it was some kind of facial tic.
Finally, he motioned at me.
“Verify identification,” he said, indicating the small podium that stood across from him.
I walked up to that same podium, feeling suddenly like I should have dressed better for this. It was just a monthly check-in to make sure I hadn’t run off, or found some way to put my GPS tracker on my dog. I’d done six or seven of these already, but this time, I was nervous for some reason. I’d never seen this guy before, so maybe that was it. The last guy was more laid back. 
He was also quicker about it, jamming through the list without a lot of bureaucratic grandstanding. When this new guy made another pointed gesture towards the microphone, I cleared my throat.
“Alyson May Taylor,” I said. 
"You go by Alyson?"
I cleared my throat again. "Allie."
“Place of residence?”
“2119 Fillmore Street, San Francisco.”
“Race cat?”
I held up my arm, showing him the “H” tattoo on my inner arm.
“Speak into the microphone, please.”
“Human,” I said.
“Birth parents?”
I hesitated. “Unknown.”
The man’s eyebrows went up, changing the shape of his thick face. The elongated skin pushed up the short bangs framing his square cheeks, confirming he’d had some kind of cosmetic surgery to tighten his skin. It struck me that he looked a bit like a cartoon pig.
“I’m adopted,” I clarified.
“No registered birth family?” the man said. He leaned closer, staring at me with an open, and somewhat morbid-seeming curiosity.
“No, sir. I was found.”
“Found?”
“Yes, sir. Under a bridge.” A little flustered, I amended, “...Overpass. Registered as a ward of the state, January 13, 1984. Status transferred August 19, 1984. Adopted. Carl and Mia Taylor. Birth parents unknown.” I hesitated after my usual litany, feeling every eye in the room on me now. “My blood’s been verified. About a hundred times now, sir...”
The clerk continued to frown at me.
I glanced around at all the other house-arrest criminals, like me, who sat on the scuffed benches or on metal chairs in the white, featureless room. Some of them were probably coming down off more deadly forms of domestic violence charges, statutory rape, petty larceny, drug dealing, assault, identity theft...God knew what else.
But I’m the freak, because of something I had no control over. Something that happened before I’d worn diapers. Well, that and the occasional homicidal freakout regarding cheating boyfriends...apparently that was a thing of mine now, too.
The thought made me feel tired.
My grandmother warned me once that nothing in life is ever secure. No matter how stable, boring or predictable the different components of your life may seem...everything can be gone with a single bad decision. In my case, it was a very bad decision. 
One I still couldn't quite believe I'd made.
Now, not only had I lost my boyfriend of six years, in about the most permanent way I could have managed it, I'd made myself into a violent criminal.
I wasn't the only one in shock at what I'd done. My brother still couldn't believe it. He didn't come out and say anything––well, at least not now that he’d finished giving me the third degree and going through my apartment looking for drugs––but I could still see it in his face. He just couldn't believe I'd done something that, well...crazy. 
My mom, as per usual, was pretty much in denial. She fluctuated between blaming the alcohol (I hadn't been drunk) and saying everyone just kind of lost their shit now and then, that I should just learn from it and not do it again.
Yeah, great advice, mom.
The thing is, I’d been pretty sure me and Jaden would get married at some point, have kids, do the whole domestic thing...so when I found out I’d been replaced by the newer, sluttier model, I didn’t take it very well. 
I kind of went nuts, I guess.
Looking back on it now, it felt almost like I’d become a different person. A person I didn't like very much, truthfully.
Now I had a tracker on me. One of those GPS numbers I had to wear on my wrist, and occasionally explain to customers at the diner where I worked. According to the State of California, I wasn’t going anywhere for awhile.
Which was too bad, really. After everything died down and I faced the fact that I was on my own again, I wanted nothing more than to leave town...take a nice long sabbatical.
But the man at the podium was talking again, so I forced my mind back to him.
“They weren’t able to track down birth parents?” the clerk persisted. “Through DNA records? Through medical records? Those were all international by then, weren’t they?”
“No, sir,” I said. “And yes, sir...they were.” When the clerk continued to stare at me, I felt my face flush. “Is this strictly relevant?” I said. “I’m going to be late for work.”
“Place of employment?”
I felt my jaw tighten. 
To avoid glaring at this pompous jerk maybe, and just escalating things, I glanced around at the other people waiting with me in the courtroom instead.
A big, biker-looking guy covered in tattoos winked at me, folding massive arms across his leather-clad chest. The big guys always liked me for some reason. Maybe because I’m smallish for my age.
Then I saw the other guy. 
Starting a little when I saw his pale eyes on mine, I stared back at him briefly, then forced my gaze back to the front of the room. He looked the same as he always looked. 
Tall, even sitting down. Strangely silent. Focused. Weird eyes.
Those were the first words that popped into my head, anyway.
Jon and I had dubbed him Mr. Monochrome. With his black hair, pale skin, light eyes of some indeterminate color, the nickname seemed almost funny to us at the time. He even wore a black jacket, as if the contrast of his skin and hair wasn't quite enough.
I took another breath, just as the clerk’s voice sharpened.
“Place of employment?” he repeated.
“Lucky Cat,” I said. “It’s a diner on Divisadero.”
“Other sources of income?”
“Freelance.” At the clerk’s quizzical look, I explained, “I’m an artist. I do tattoo designs for Fang’s on Geary. Also Gorilla Joint, up on Haight...”
The clerk didn’t seem to be listening, though. His eyes had gone almost blank in the pause, like he was listening to a faraway tune. I watched his face, fighting another flush of irritation. Was he just messing with me? Or did he have a VR implant?
Now that I knew Mr. Mono was there, I just wanted to get out the hell out.
At least now I had a real excuse to spring for a cab.
The tall, dark-haired Mr. Monochrome had been following me for weeks. I first noticed him hanging around not long after I got out of jail, and first got the GPS locked onto my wrist. Maybe he was into chicks with anger management issues, Jon and I joked. Or maybe he was just hoping I'd go postal on someone else, and he'd have front row seats.
Either way, Jon was right; I really needed to report him.
The problem was, he hadn’t really done anything yet. Nothing but stare at me, and I didn’t want the cops to think I was paranoid, on top of everything else. I wanted to be able to give them something more concrete. Something other than, “Well, you see, a lot of weird people seem to like to follow me around, officers.”
Even as I thought it, the court's clerk nodded, marking something on the portable monitor with his thick index finger. At least he finally seemed to have gotten over his interest in my weird parentage. Peering down at my records, his eyes looked almost bored now. Or at the very least, preoccupied as he perused the relevant lines.
“Okay. Eight more months on your sentence,” he said, motioning for me that I could leave the podium. “Same time next month, Taylor.”
He crooked his finger at the biker on the bench next to me.
“You, Daniels...front and center. Verify identification.”
I walked back to my end of the bench and gathered up my shoulder bag and my jacket, still feeling stares on me from some of the other people in the room. The one I felt the most was the hardest to ignore. I glanced in the direction of Mr. Mono again, even as I shouldered on my jacket, tugging my hair out of the collar as I turned.
But he wasn't there anymore.
The chair where I'd seen him, only seconds before, was empty; the door still swung silently on its hinges, but Mr. Mono was definitely gone.
 

 
Riding down Divisadero Street towards my mom’s, I leaned against the cab’s window as it paused at a red light. 
I’d been spacing out, not really paying attention to anything outside, when I realized that I was staring at someone.
She stared back at me, her sharp, blue eyes eyes openly hostile. Framed with stiff, dyed braids that came off her head like a white and orange headdress, her heart-shaped faced had an almost unreal beauty to it, even beyond the heavy layer of foundation and eye make-up she wore. I read the name of the fetish bar on the marquee behind her, and realized abruptly what she must be. I’d heard about the place opening up, but hadn’t been by to see it like everyone else. 
It just felt weird to me, I guess. Gawking at them, like they were animals.
The woman’s opaque blue eyes drank me in without apology or fear. Her hands rested on her hips over a white, lace bodysuit.
I receded into the cab’s seat so I would be less visible.
I caught the cabbie watching me in the rearview mirror and blushed.
“Yeah,” he commented flatly. “They got a few of them now.”
“I know...just forgot.”
He didn’t seem to hear me, or care maybe.
“They just keep bringing more of them over here,” he complained. “Like we need our own damned glow-eye army. Fucking animals. I don’t trust ‘em...collared or not.” He glanced at me in the mirror. Looking over my tangled hair and hastily applied makeup, he smiled.
Maybe he thought the dishevelment was deliberate.
“You seen one before, honey?” he said.
“Yeah.” I glanced out surreptitiously, but the seer was no longer looking at me. Smiling seductively at a man on the street, she touched his arm as he passed. The man jerked away as if burnt, glaring at her.
The seer laughed, but I saw those blue eyes turn cold, predatory.
“Really?” the cabbie said. “Where?”
“At the Coliseum. With my dad.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the seer. “On the street too, you know. Downtown.”
The man nodded, absently. He’d already lost interest.
I ventured, “They’re allowed to just walk around like that? What if she, you know...hurts someone?”
The cabbie pointed, tapping his window. “See that collar?”
I followed his pointing finger to the circle of brushed metal around the female’s neck. Finger-width, it had no markings I could see, other than the pulsing blue light at the base when she turned her head.
Feeling the cabbie watching me, I nodded.
He said, “They’re coded to the owner, see? They can’t do nothing with that on...blinds ‘em. They take it off when they’re, ah...you know, working.”
I nodded again.
I knew about the collars, of course.
I hadn't actually meant that, when I'd been asking about her being outside...I'd more been wondering why she was on the street without her owner, if maybe they worried they might just run away, saw the collar off. Most of the seers I'd seen had some kind of human chaperone with them; I'd assumed it was for a reason.
Not like I enjoyed seeing the whole seer-human dynamic in the first place. But I supposed I had to get used to it, since seers were getting to be so common in the city.
Seers had been around since the early 1900s, in one way or another...ever since humans first found them living in those snowy caves in Asia. I’d read about them in high school and college. History mainly. Studying the wars, of course, but also the history of Seer Containment, or “SCARB,” the World Court, organic machines, sight ownership, the trade wars in Asia, the Middle East and Europe. And learning about Syrimne, of course, the seer who led the one and only rebellion against humans.
Syrimne had been telekinetic, and scary as hell, from all accounts.
But that was pretty rare, telekinesis. In fact, Syrimne was the only documented case of verified telekinesis in any seer...at least officially. Meaning according to anyone who didn't read the same nutty conspiracy theories espoused by my brother, Jon.
Lately, everyone with money seemed to have one...their own pet seer, that is.
I used to think of that as a New York thing, but it had spread to San Francisco faster than I could have imagined. Sex and fetish shops specializing in seers had popped up all over town. If the laws changed or SCARB was loosening its controls, no one bothered to say so on the feeds.
I did wonder that some of them wouldn’t be smart enough to figure out how to get the collars off. Without their human owners, that is.
I almost understood the driver not being thrilled with the sudden influx of seers all over the city. Heck, maybe Jon’s conspiracy stuff was true, about how the government was in secret collaboration with seers to mind-warp the rest of us. Jon was convinced we all might wake up one day inside a dream created by a bunch of seers to keep us all docile.
Looking at that female seer, though, I had trouble seeing her as colluding with anyone, much less a bunch of guys in suits who wanted to feed us all mental straightjackets.
No, she looked like she’d rather just shoot me in the head.
 

 
The cabbie dropped me off on Fell Street. He pulled up in front of the familiar, purple Victorian, and I transferred money to his cab number from my headset as I was sliding off the back seat. Trying to hurry, I slammed the door and promptly tripped over a dented juice bottle. Bending down to pick it up, I tossed it in my mother’s neighbor’s yellow recycling carton, then noticed that the neighbor’s bin was empty, along with my mother’s section of curb.
Great. Another week of week-old garbage.
Digging my keys from my red vinyl jacket, I righted them to insert in the dead bolt lock...but the door was already open. A prickle of nerves ran up my spine. Had she been out today already? Or had the front door really been open all night?
Walking inside, I heard the television.
I shut the door behind me loudly.
“Mom?” I headed for the sound of the t.v., dragging with me the bag of donuts and coffee I’d grabbed from the street vendor in front of the courthouse. Passing the dining room, I saw that she’d closed the drapes, which was strange, too. 
My mother liked to watch the birds, even in the fog.
“Mom, you forgot the garbage again,” I said. Pausing, I raised my voice. “Tuesday, Mom. Remember? Every Tuesday. It never changes.”
No answer.
A prickle of fear touched my spine.
“Hey, Mom...I don't have a lot of time. I promised I'd come by, so I'm here...but I can't stay. I just wanted to make sure you were up. Aunt Carol's coming, remember...?” 
When she didn't answer again, I felt my nerves worsen. Moving faster down the hall, I stepped out into the living room, stopping when my eyes met a shock of skin sprawled on the paisley print couch.
“...Oh,” I said.
Sighing, half in relief and half in irritation, I crossed the remainder of the room, kicking aside an empty bottle that at least partly accounted for the smell from the faux-Indian carpet. Sitting on the squishy couch I’d loved as a kid, I sank so low I nearly got dumped on the floor. 
I set down the coffee cup I had surfed to safety, and dropped the crumpled bag of donuts to the carpet. Sighing again, I leaned over to tap my mother’s bare back. The skin there was smooth and somehow younger than the rest of her, marked with tan lines from working in her garden.
“Mom? What are you doing?” I looked at the clock in exasperation. "I have to go."
I looked around at the open photo album, the crushed cigarette butts that she’d sworn up and down just two days ago that she no longer smoked, the faded, Mickey Mouse drinking glass that had once been Jon’s. I counted five butts in the plastic Waikiki ashtray with the hula girl painted on it, and at least two more in the bottom of Mickey’s glass.
The only thing I didn’t look at was the television, where the familiar voice of my father could be heard amid kid laughter and cheers.
The birthday video.
I had been four. That was right before dad’s MS had been diagnosed, before he started losing weight, before he gave me the ceramic dolphin music box and promised he would never leave me. The day after he died, I smashed the box to a million pieces on the curb outside of our house. The next day, I moved out. I had been seventeen.
“Mom?”
A muffled voice emerged from against my mother’s arm.
“You are an evil, evil child.”
“You going to church? Aunt Carol's coming, remember?”
“I don’t belong in church.”
“Sure you do.” I patted her back. “Where else does an old drunk go for repentance?”
My mother, Mia Taylor, raised her head. Bleary-eyed and pale, dark circles under her eyes, she looked old to me suddenly, in a way that brought a rush of what felt oddly like anger. 
She also looked hurt. “You are evil. Did you bring coffee?”
“Yup. With the requisite sugar fat explosion, dunked in chocolate-flavored lard...your favorite.”
She was already reaching for the bag, her eyes faintly quizzical, like they always were when I cracked one of my dumb jokes. She unfurled the crinkled paper and peered inside.
Her voice grew timid. “Will you go with me?”
I failed to completely stifle a snort. 
“Come on, Mom. Conversion? This early in the morning? I’m way too young to fear death that much.”
As soon as I said it, my eyes made contact with the television. 
There, my father held me in his arms, beaming so wide, his eyes so shining that I couldn’t help but feel him, hearing his laugh through the middle of my chest. Only after I could breathe again did I look at my mom. Her deer-like eyes were wide as she munched on the edge of a donut, chocolate frosting coating her small fingers.
“You’ve got to get past this,” I said, hating myself for saying it, knowing how often I’d said similar things, bludgeoning my mother with them, who despite all her apparent frailty was the more resilient one. 
It was me who covered myself over in sharp laughs and dismissive shrugs.
Or, in the words of the boyfriend before Jaden, a Puerto Rican from New York, I was “a cold white woman, made of ice.”
A faint nausea rose briefly, a pulse of warmth.
I disagree, a voice said.
I jumped violently, enough to make my mom look over.
“What’s wrong?” she said.
She never seemed to hold a grudge over my cracks. She was a better person than me.
She patted my leg. “Are you okay, Allie-bird? You look like a goose walked on your grave.”
I forced my eyes to the television, watched my dad lean down to help my four-year-old self blow out four pink candles on a cake with white, fluffy frosting. Four-year-old me looked up at twenty-eight-year-old me and beamed, wanting to be my friend. 
But watching my younger self wrapped in the gnarled, work-worn hands of my father, I felt nothing but envy.
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AWAKE
 
 
I hunched over an espresso maker, trying to get the metal coffee filter with the pressed coffee crammed inside to fit in the groove. I got it hooked somehow, managed to turn the handle a quarter turn, but it stuck there and wouldn’t budge.
In the background, I listened to the television over the bar. There, our recently-elected president spoke over the flash of cameras and odd cheer or laugh from the crush of reporters ringing him like fans at a rock concert.
The media used a parade of what my grandmother would have called “dimestore words” whenever they described President Daniel Caine. He was never just President Caine. He was “charismatic, bold in speech, forty-something President Caine exuding reassurance, his dark chestnut hair shining as he speaks from the White House lawn, the flowers of overhanging trees blending with the honey-blond of his wife’s hair. We only wish we could show you his real appearance so you could see how presidential he truly looks...”
That kind of thing.
Refocusing on the espresso maker, I finally got the filter off and hooked on the machine. Clicking it on, I waited for the red light, glancing up at the line of blue suits on the television. I noticed the scarf at the blond woman’s throat, the flash of teeth as the man’s avatar rocked his head back in a laugh.
I’d never really followed politics. 
But Caine, the new national obsession, was hard to ignore. 
Most of my gal pals found him clinically “hot.” I don’t know how they could tell, honestly, since we only ever saw avatars.
Even Jon liked him, and Jon didn’t like politicians...at least not successful ones. Liberals liked him. So did right-wingers. I found myself riveted whenever Caine spoke, but couldn’t say I liked him exactly. 
Still, I had to admit, the guy wasn’t anything like our last president.
Like anyone, he had to wear avatars when appearing in the public feeds. The rumor was, those avatars weren’t far off from his real appearance, though...hardly the norm for celebrities and politicians. He wore just enough to remain legal, in fact. Meaning, enough that seers wouldn’t be able to track him, and national security and the fate of the human world wouldn’t hang in the balance as a result.
He didn’t even change his age, or make himself ridiculously handsome, like most did. The press corp rumor was that he actually looked better in person.
“...I have every hope here, fellas.” Caine smiled and I felt the exact flavor of exuded warmth. “...That this new agreement will establish real stability in a previously turbulent part of the world. Create friends and trusted neighbors out of those who in the past were our enemies.” He paused for just the right beat of time. “You don’t think we’re going to let a few screwballs get in the way of that, now do you...?”
Laughter sparked through the crowd.
“President Caine!” My eyes followed the petite female avatar as she pushed her way to the front. “What will your response be to the terrorists?”
He smiled at her.
“Donna,” he said. “You know I can’t give you details as to the exact nature of our plans.” He winked at the camera. “...But rest assured, harsh language will be involved. Very harsh language indeed.”
Another collective laugh rolled through the crush.
I leaned my back against the espresso machine, frowning.
Folding my arms, I focused on the dark-skinned, African-American avatar standing just behind Caine. High cheekbones rose above full lips below cat-shaped, amber eyes. His was an undeniably handsome face, one I had also heard mirrored the handsomeness of the man behind it. The female friends of mine who didn’t have a thing for Caine definitely had one for Ethan Wellington, Caine’s new Vice President. My reactions to him were more mixed.
The man had something, definitely.
Again, I couldn’t decide if I liked whatever that something was.
“...I truly believe that we are now laying the real foundations for peace and prosperity in the future,” Caine spoke out over the crowd. “Paving the way for a time when human being will no longer fight human being...”
A low hiss emanated from the espresso maker at my back...just before it sprayed wet steam all over my uniform. Jumping forward with a yelp, I saw the metal filter belch water and coffee grounds through a warp in the seal. I was still staring at the machine, trying to decide how to proceed, when my best friend, Cassandra Jainukul approached.
Everyone but her mother called her Cass, but when we were kids, it had been Cassie.
“Hey.” Cass took in the issue with the espresso maker with polite disinterest. “Jon’s here. So’s your buddy.”
Gripping the filter’s plastic handle with a resolve I didn’t feel, I gave it a jerk. More steam and water vomited, drenching my shirt.
Cursing, I leapt back, soaked to the skin.
“You want me to call Jon over?” Cass folded her arms, bunching up the uniform under her breasts.
“What for?” I muttered. “He sucks at fixing things.”
“No, dummy.” Cass pushed shocking, dyed red hair out of her dark eyes. “Not for that.” 
When we were kids, I would have done anything to look like Cass. Her dad was Ethiopian and Thai and her mom something like Scottish and Indian. Cass ended up with a blend of all four that made her beautiful and unique-looking with a delicate face, high cheekbones, full lips and giant, liquid eyes. Her figure had always been better than mine, too. Leggy and big-chested with a tiny waist. She blew stray bangs out of her eyes.
“...What’s his name,” she prompted. “Your friend. Mono-Man. The sexy guy with the black hair sitting in your section.”
I turned too fast, knocking the coffee filter with my arm. Cass watched it fall to the rubber mat with no reaction on her face. She found the vagaries of our shared food-service profession even less interesting than I did.
Cass stared openly at the man in the corner booth, instead. “Isn’t that the shirt we looked at in Aardvarks? You said you liked it, right?”
I nodded. I remembered.
“That’s creepy, Al.”
I said, “Where’s Jon?”
Cass aimed a finger at the bar.
My brother sprawled over a counter stool like an adult in a child’s chair. Catching my glance, he waved a hand sharply for me to come over. I shook my head.
“In a minute,” I mouthed. “Chill out!”
When Jon threw a spoon at me, I ducked, smiling, and glanced at Cass. She was still staring at Mr. Mono, her lips scrunched in vague puzzlement.
When she saw Jon motioning us over again, she turned with a grin and started sashaying in his direction. I knew Cass couldn’t help but flirt with Jon. She knew she lacked the requisite, er, equipment, to catch my brother’s eye...but she’d had a crush on him since kindergarten.
Watching Jon’s knee jiggle up and down, I got a flash of what he’d been like back then, when most people still called him “Bug.” Skinny and pale with thick glasses and too-large hands like his father, he’d been mostly a non-entity in high school, despite getting bullied by some of the real turds in his class. He started doing martial arts before Dad died, tired of being stuffed in lockers and covered in ketchup packets for “being a little faggot” by the mentally-challenged of gym class. Now he had the broad-shouldered, sinewy body of a career athlete. His old coke-bottle glasses had been replaced by contacts over green-flecked hazel eyes about ten years earlier, and he’d grown into the hands, too.
Jon’s refusal to conform politically extended to his body in the form of streaked blond and black hair and the tattoos he’d started to collect in his early teens. He’d gone a few steps further than me with the barcode, decorating its lines with words about oppression in like six languages.
Personally, I didn’t need any more reasons for the cops to notice me.
According to Jaden, Jon and I were a little creepy for brother and sister—even adopted brother and sister—in that we hung out together so much. But I wasn’t about to ditch Jon as a friend just because his parents were cool enough to adopt me.
Anyway, Jon wasn’t into girls. He never had been, even when we were kids.
I watched his eyes swivel to the dark-haired man in the corner booth.
As soon as I got close enough, he let go with a not particularly stealthy whisper.
“Why didn’t you call me? I told you to call me!”
“I didn’t know.”
“How long has he been here?” Jon demanded.
“Well, if I knew that, I would have known when he got here, right?” I folded my arms. “I didn’t. Know, I mean.”
For an instant this stumped Jon. He squinted at me.
Cass said, “I don’t know, Al.” Her lips pursed. “You sure you don’t want to talk to this one? Before Jon goes all kung fu on his ass...?”
It was my turn to stare at Cass. “What?”
She nodded towards Mr. Monochrome. “Him. Look at him.”
I felt my jaw tighten, even as Jon gave Cass an incredulous look. Then both of us turned, following her gaze to the man with the coal-black hair.
I knew Cass was right, in a way.
Mr. Mono had little in common with my usual breed of stalker. He didn’t stare at me nervously, clutching flowers or bad poetry that rhymed. He didn’t talk to himself. I’d never seen him wear crosses or pentagrams or so much as a Buddha T-shirt. He didn’t look particularly unstable to me, either...or even like he wanted anything from me. Most of the kooks I came across seemed to be looking for something. A savior, maybe. 
This guy didn’t seem to need or want anything like that, though. Not from me, not from anyone. In fact, he seemed to have all kinds of purpose already. 
He practically breathed purpose. 
In fact, if I didn’t know better, I would think he was on the clock right then. Although, in looking at him, he appeared to be sitting alone in a dingy diner, staring at his own hands splayed on the scratched formica. Still, he must want something from me. No way he could be all right, if he got his kicks following people around.
Unless someone hired him to follow me around.
The idea made me pause.
Still, it felt closer to the truth. The longer I thought about it, the more true it felt. He was a PI maybe. Maybe even a cop. Had I done anything that would warrant a cop following me, though? Even with recent freakout in the bar and the GPS, I figured I was pretty much a nonentity in their eyes. First time offender, no previous history of drugs or violence. I was pretty sure my public defense lawyer convinced them of the “temporary insanity” thing, even if it didn’t get me off the hook with community service or my suspended sentence.
I still found Mr. Mono’s ethnicity impossible to pinpoint, too. His mouth broke an angular face in a narrow line below a thick nose and those lamp-like eyes. He touched the formica tabletop with long-fingered hands, staring down at his own digits with the same almond-shaped eyes, the same eerily pale irises. I could gauge no emotion there, or even a precise color for the irises themselves.
His face remained endlessly flat, his body inconspicuous in its stillness.
While we watched, he picked up his glass of milk.
Inserting a finger into the contents, he withdrew it carefully, sniffing the end of his own digit. Frowning, he wiped it clean with a paper napkin.
Jon stifled a laugh.
I fought not to do the same, raising an eyebrow at Cass and cocking my head with mock inquisitiveness.
“Yeah, okay.” Cass shrugged. “But I like his hands.”
“You said that about Jack, Cass,” I reminded her.
“Yeah, well I was right, wasn’t I?”
I didn’t touch that one. I squinted at the black-haired man. “He’s like a walking corpse,” I said a second later. “...Minus the goth. He probably lives in his parent’s basement. I get Asperger’s syndrome, listens to bad cowboy music.”
Cass gestured with her slim fingers, tugging at a silver chain around her neck. “He looks like there’s more to him than that, Al.”
“Again. You said that about Jack, Cass.”
“And I was right, wasn’t I?”
I grimaced, glancing back across the room.
The black-haired stranger rose to his feet.
I watched him reach into a back pocket and extract a money clip. Like he had the day before, and the day before that, I knew he’d leave actual paper money, and well in excess of what he owed. He wore a single piece of jewelry, I noticed, a silver ring on his smallest finger.
“He’s leaving,” Cass said.
Jon yanked on my arm. “Stop staring, Al.” He sharpened his voice when I didn’t look down. “Al...seriously. What are you doing?”
I watched Mr. Mono move softly out of the diner’s front door. It was already dark outside, but the neon sign lit up his face as he passed by the plate windows. He didn’t hurry, and just when I thought he wouldn’t, he turned.
The lamp-like stare met mine.
When it did, the world became soft.
I grew aware of the sharp lines of the diner blurring. Night filled in the gaps...a sky teeming with violet and black clouds, a backdrop streaming further back than my mind could reach.
Stars exploded behind my eyes, a single shocking plume of brilliance.
And it is beautiful. So incredibly...
The clouds enveloped my mind, leaving nothing but silence.
 

 
Cass watched the black-haired man turn from the window. 
He was tall, she realized again, maybe more than six and a half feet, and despite the haphazard and almost dated way he dressed—like something from an old fifties movie mixed unevenly with the newer lines of the Aardvarks shirt and a modern watch—Cass could see an athletic body beneath the hanging clothes and inconspicuous gait.
He was really hot, actually.
She wondered why Allie was pretending he wasn’t. 
Not stereotypically handsome, not by a long shot, but the guy had a quiet intensity that exuded sensuality. It also struck Cass as a relatively thin mask for whatever lay beneath. Cass watched him glide past the outside window, reminded of Jon’s martial arts buddies and of Jon himself, in the way he moved. This man might be a fighter, too.
So yeah, he was even Allie’s type.
She’d always gone for the dark ones, anyway.
Cass watched until the black-haired man disappeared behind the adjoining wall of the next store front. She caught his brief stare at Allie, and it struck Cass that his eyes seemed to have almost no real color to them at all.
“Weird,” she said, once he was gone.
“You say that like you’re surprised,” Jon said, annoyed.
Cass glanced at Allie, curious as to her silence, wondering how she had reacted to the man’s departure.
Allie had always collected weirdos. While Cass personally thought her friend was gorgeous, she knew that wasn’t the reason, either. 
Allie was fairly average by most accounts. While she had stunning...at times riveting eyes, really her face and figure were relatively normal, especially for California. Allie didn’t fall into the “pretty girl” rubric in dress, confidence or manner, either, tending to downplay her assets instead of going out of her way to emphasize them.
Even with all that, Allie had a less-obvious quality that always seemed to have guys chasing after her anyway. More than Cass did. More than a lot of people who were technically better-looking than her did.
Whatever that quality was, it unfortunately was well-appreciated by the full moon crowd even more than normal people. In Jon’s words, Allie was a freak magnet and always had been. Mia Taylor, Allie’s mother, once confided to Cass that Allie had been nearly abducted something like four times as a child. Once, she actually got taken, if only for a short period of time. She managed to get away...luckily...and mostly thanks to the intervention of a stranger who saw her with the freak and figured out something was wrong.
After the second time someone tried to grab her, Allie’s parents gave her a whistle to wear around her neck. Her father had her carrying pepper spray by the third grade...and once, when he didn’t have anything else to give her, he put a knife in her school lunchbox. He taught all three of them—Jon, Cass and Allie—how to fire a gun before any of them got to high school.
Even then, Cass suspected Allie’s “issues” were at least part of the reason.
Allie’s mother, Mia, tried to get her to keep the GPS implant when she turned eighteen for the same reason, but Al wouldn’t hear of it. She got the tattoo along with all of her friends, and got the implant removed.
Anyway, stalkers came with the territory in being Allie’s friend. Cass barely batted an eye anymore when a new one showed up.
This guy felt different somehow, though. 
Cass still hadn’t decided if that was a good or a bad thing.
When she saw her friend, she forgot all this.
“Allie?” she said. “Hey. Are you okay?”
“Fine,” Allie said, with no pause.
Her green eyes looked lighter than usual. They appeared almost transparent, like glass, as they stared out the window, as if following the man somewhere in her mind still.
“Okay, robot girl,” Jon joked. “Jesus. Do you need a new boyfriend that badly, Al, that you’re looking at your stalkers like that?” He sounded exasperated, but not really angry. “No wonder the guy’s following you around. He probably thinks you have a thing for him.”
“Maybe she does,” Cass murmured, still watching her friend.
Allie didn’t answer. Her eyes seemed to exude a kind of static. 
Cass touched her friend’s arm. “Hey. Seriously. Are you okay?”
“Fine,” Allie said. “I’m fine.” She smiled, but it seemed faraway still. “I’m good. Just really tired.”
“Well. Go make yourself a cappuccino or something.”
“Okay.”
She wandered off, and Jon and Cass exchanged looks.
“What’s up with zombie girl?” Jon said.
“She’s tired,” Cass said. “Leave her alone, okay? You don’t have to give her shit all the time, you know. Be the big brother about everything.”
Jon shrugged, but Cass saw his eyes follow Allie as she wandered back over to the espresso machine. Cass found herself doing the same, hoping the worry didn’t show on her face.
Whether the deal with this guy, Allie had been acting decidedly weird lately. 
That whole thing in the bar with Jaden and that girl was beyond bizarre. Allie had always been the rational, pacifist, talk-it-over type. In fact, sometimes Cass had wished Allie would be a bit more aggressive, especially when it came to Jaden, who'd been dicking her around for months now while Al defended him. For Allie to go all gangland violence like that, though, out of nowhere, was just...weird. 
In fact, if Cass had to take bets before all that, she definitely would have plunked money down on Cass herself doing something like that. Not Allie.
The whole thing was weird.
Of course, Allie hadn't done anything like that since. Still, she hadn't exactly been normal either. If Cass didn’t know better, she would think her friend had developed a drug problem. But Allie never touched anything in that area, not even to experiment. 
Cass knew Jon had noticed the weirdness, too.
Whatever was up with Allie, it was definitely getting worse.
 



 
3
EXIT
 
 
“Excuse me? Ma’am?”
Someone near me cleared his throat.
My eyes clicked back into focus.
I found myself looking at a man in a dark blue suit. A red, silk tie contrasted the darker color, setting off the auburn highlights in his long hair. His light brown eyes met mine, crinkling at the edges in a smile.
When he cleared his throat again, politely, my gaze drifted down to his hand, where he held out several twenty dollar bills.
“Can I use paper currency here?” the man said.
He spoke like someone who’d already asked the same question several times. I blinked, then looked down at his hand. Christ. He was a customer. I’d probably waited on him; that’s why he looked familiar.
Where had my head been?
I glanced down the bar counter at Jon and Cass, a little bewildered that I wasn’t standing next to them anymore. I stood by the cash register instead. Jon and Cass didn’t seem to have noticed that I had apparently teleported to the opposite end of the bar.
Cass laughed while I watched, leaning closer to Jon’s ear to answer something he’d said.
Feeling the man in front of me waiting, I jerked my eyes back to his.
“Yeah,” I told him. “Yeah, sure. Of course. Sorry.”
His smile widened. “No apology necessary, my dear. I am sorry...to break you out of your reverie.”
I smiled back, hitting through keys on the old fashioned register.
“Is that what it was?” I said.
“You looked very deep in thought right then, Alyson.”
I hesitated, glancing at him. Then, shrugging it off, I gestured towards his arm. When he bared it to the elbow, I summoned the bill by scanning his barcode.
“Were you?” he said, politely. “...Deep in thought?”
I smiled. “Yeah. Well. Even waitresses think about things, I guess.”
The man returned my smile, his gaze flickering over the rest of me.
Ignoring his appraisal, I met his gaze. “Do you want the change in hard currency, too?” I said. “Or just on your account?”
“Hard is fine.” His smile widened, even as his eyes grew more serious. “What are you doing after work? Can I buy you a drink?”
Counting out the coins, I handed him his change. I kept my smile polite. “I can’t date customers, sorry.”
“No? Are you sure? You won’t make an exception?”
I smiled again. “Sorry.”
The man met my gaze directly and I paused, in spite of myself.
For the first time, I really looked at him.
His eyes were riveting, difficult to look away from. They shone a brown so light they were nearly yellow, like burnt amber. I found myself lost there briefly, in his gaze, and wondered why I’d been so quick to turn him away. I could have one drink with the guy, sure. Why not? I was single. He was age appropriate, more or less, and while I didn’t usually date suits, he was cute. Nick the bartender, the guy I'd been seeing casually for the past few weeks, probably wouldn’t like it, but we weren’t exactly a couple.
It would be good for me. I needed to meet new people.
My attention got pulled off him abruptly when the door to the diner opened with a bang. I looked up, blinking in confusion, almost like I’d been smacked. 
Once I did, I found myself staring behind the person standing at the counter.
The black-haired man stood there.
For the first time, he looked directly at me.
His colorless eyes grew utterly motionless, like a held breath.
Immediately, my head started to clear. I was still standing there, my hands poised over the cash register, when the man with the amber eyes turned, staring at the black-haired man along with me. Neither of them spoke, but I felt some kind of exchange take place.
Then the man with the amber eyes smiled. Looking away from the taller man, he glanced around at the diner briefly before bringing his gaze back to rest on me. He made a soft clicking noise with his tongue, giving me a regretful smile.
“But I see that you’re already taken,” he said, softer. “Perhaps another time, my dear.”
“Sure,” I said, only half-hearing him. “Whatever.”
I was still looking at the man with the black hair.
The guy in the blue suit turned from the counter, heading for the door. I watched him walk past the taller man and noticed that he wore his hair in some kind of clip at the nape of his neck. The clip glinted with jeweled stones, like sapphires.
The black-haired man didn’t take his eyes off him as he passed. His eyes followed the man through the front door and outside, onto the street. I saw the amber-eyed man watching him as well...saw him wink at the black-haired man through the window before he disappeared down the sidewalk, past the edge of the building.
Before I could wrap my head around what had just happened, the black-haired man walked directly up to where I stood. His colorless eyes met mine, and I flinched at the anger I saw in them, although it didn’t seem aimed at me.
“We’re leaving,” he said. “Now, Allie.”
 

 
When I didn’t move, only stared, the black-haired man grabbed my arm.
“Allie.” His voice was a growl. “Now.”
Before I could bring my eyes back into focus, Jon appeared at my side. He had his hand on the other man’s forearm, standing almost between us. Jon’s voice came out quiet but firm, not an ounce of compromise in his words.
“Let go of her, man. Now. Step away.”
I saw the black-haired man look at Jon.
“Jon,” he said. “I won’t hurt her. You know I won’t.”
I saw Jon’s eyes widen in surprise, right before they blurred, growing less clear. The black-haired man focused back on me.
We don’t have much time.
I stared up at him, feeling a cold wash of fear when I realized I’d heard his words, but his mouth hadn’t moved.
Allie! I know you can hear me! You have to come with me. Do you want to spend the rest of your life in a cage? Wearing a collar? That man who just left here. He knows what you are.
More fear coursed up my spine as his words sank in.
Allie! They can’t hear me! Only you can...what does that tell you?
Cass ran up at the same moment. “Allie! What is going on?”
The black-haired man looked at her. As he did, his concentration seemed to break.
Jon’s eyes cleared in the same instant. He stepped forward once they had, as if remembering where he was. His mouth hardened into a line as he grabbed ahold of my wrist.
“Al...get away from this guy!”
Confusion twisted my stomach in knots. I tried to think through the fear I saw in Jon’s eyes, the worry I saw on Cass’s face...but the black-haired man’s words resonated somewhere in my mind, and I knew suddenly, that I believed him. 
I couldn’t stay here. 
Memories swam forward, worsening that ache in my gut. Things that I’d suppressed for years, maybe since I’d been a kid. I remembered needles, endless tests, my dad pale-faced and silent while my mom yelled at doctors in white jackets. I remembered feeling like there was something wrong with me, like they all knew. I’d been so afraid of being found out, of them knowing I wasn’t like them, even though my blood said I was.
The doubt lingered. I remembered feeling my father’s fear...
I couldn’t go there again. I couldn’t.
When Jon yanked on my arm, I didn’t think.
A part of me reached out, seemingly on its own.
A folding sensation started somewhere deep inside my mind...as if a part of me collapsed like a telescope, pulling me with it. I exhaled it out, flexing a muscle I didn’t know I had.
It was over in less than a blink...
...and then Jon was all the way across the room.
Despite how quickly it happened, he didn’t get there gently.
I couldn’t remember raising a hand, finger or toe––and anyway, the paltry amount of Choy Li Fut kung fu that I knew, mostly from Jon force-feeding it to me, wouldn’t have caught Jon himself so completely by surprise.
I saw a soft flash of light. I saw Jon’s eyes widening.
Then, he was just gone.
When the force hit him, he immediately released my arm. He tried to grasp at me the instant he’d let go, but despite his super-fast, martial arts reflexes, he missed. His fingers splayed, groping first for a bar stool, then the counter, then the blender by the back wall. He careened backwards as if he’d been thrown bodily by a much larger man, before slamming into a series of shelves covered in clean water glasses. His arm smashed into a row of those same glasses. Over ten feet from where I stood...from where he’d started...he fell ungracefully to the rubber mat. 
He took over half of the shelves’ contents with him.
The sound was deafening. Everyone in the diner looked up.
Tom, the manager, emerged from the back room. He looked between me and Jon, stunned, then back at the mess covering the back area behind the counter.
Jon scrambled to get up, impressively fast, but water glasses continued to fall. Over the sound of breaking glass and people rising to their feet, I realized everyone in the diner was staring at me now, too.
I didn't take my eyes off Jon.
I tried to understand how he’d gotten there. I tried to make sense of it.
Had I just hurt my brother? Jon? How could that have happened?
Out of nowhere, I found myself remembering my Uncle Stefan. 
The memory stood out plainly behind my eyes, crystal-clear, if only for a heart beat. We’d been visiting his farm, touring the pig barn, and I’d been maybe seven years old. No one in the family talked about what had happened that day...not once, at any point afterwards. Even now, my memories of those events struck me as strangely surreal, despite how clear they formed in the foreground of my mind. I remembered standing there with Uncle Stefan, as the wind jerked my hair around my face. I remembered standing with him outside the barn, his rough hands on my shoulders. I’d been crying. My father had been trying to reassure me.
Jon hadn’t been there. Neither had my mom.
Uncle Stefan wasn’t a bad man. He was a rough man, a practical man, and a life-long farmer...but he wasn’t a bad man. He’d just finished telling me what happened to the runt baby pigs, right after I’d finished reading Charlotte’s Web...
The next thing I knew, Uncle Stefan was screaming, pinned against the wall of the barn. He’d been a big man, around six-two, over two hundred pounds, most of it muscle.
I forced the image from my mind, feeling sick.
When I glanced up, my anxiety turned into full-blown terror.
The black-haired man was staring at me, shock written all over his face. 
At the same instant, I realized I knew. 
Maybe I'd always known. Maybe my parents had known, too. Clearly, this black-haired guy knew what I was. At any rate, he'd known I'd hear his thoughts inside my head, without him saying them aloud. Not a whole lot of humans who could do that. I looked up at his pale eyes, maybe for help. But the shock on his face was as prominent as anyone else’s in the bar. More so, maybe. He stared between my eyes, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
For a long moment, no one in the diner made a sound.
Then the last glass fell and shattered on the tile floor at the edge of the rubber bar mat.
The black-haired man spoke, his words thickly accented.
“Dul-ententre d’gaos!” he burst out. “You’re a fucking manipulator!”
I barely understood his words. 
For my brain, enough was enough.
Everything around me grayed...then went totally dark.
 

 
“Allie!” Cass lunged for her friend in a panic.
Allie’s eyes rolled up.
She crumpled to the floor as Jon leapt the counter, knocking yet another water glass and a few silverware settings to the floor. Diners stood around in the half-empty room, silent, like they weren’t sure what to do, along with Jodi, the other waitperson who had been huffing and rolling his eyes at them only a few moments before for leaving him with all the restocking.
Cass crouched by her friend. She laid a hand on Allie’s heart while Jon used one hand to carefully lift Allie’s head, feeling for a pulse with the fingers of the other. Cass saw the relief in his eyes and knew he’d found it, right before Jon stared down at his sister’s face.
“Allie!” he said. “...ALLIE! Wake up!”
When she didn’t respond, Cass turned.
“Call 911!” she barked at Tom. “Call 911!”
“No!” the black-haired man said. “Absolutely not!”
Jon hesitated, meeting Cass’s gaze. He looked almost like he agreed with the stranger, even as he glared up at him.
“This isn’t your business, man,” Jon said.
The big Samoan cook came running out of the kitchen even as Jon said it, waving a spatula and staring down at Allie on the floor. Everyone called him Sasquatch...Cass didn’t even know his real name. He looked about to yell something unhelpful, when Allie’s eyes opened sightlessly towards the ceiling...
...and everyone sucked in a breath.
Cass screamed.
Allie’s eyes shone upwards with an inhuman glow, the threads of color pulsing strangely behind glass-like irises. The green halos from that sickly light made her face look strangely blank, almost dead...but her eyes themselves flickered darker and lighter, like the colors of an iridescent fish. Or fireflies maybe, only pale green, like the melted ends of two glow sticks, pooling in delicate patterns around her black pupils.
Cass probably would have screamed again, but Jon clamped a hand over Allie’s eyes, moving to kneel between her body and Cass. When Jon turned his head to glare at Cass herself a second later, Cass fell silent once she understood his expression.
She saw fear in his eyes that time, too, but not unfamiliarity.
He’d seen this before.
Eyes warning, Jon laid a finger from his free hand on his lips. He didn’t take his other hand off Allie’s eyes as he did it, but continued to shield her from the rest of the room.
When Cass looked up at the black-haired man, he was staring openly at Jon.
Cass heard Sasquatch make a strangled sound then, and looked back towards the kitchen. She heard the clatter as the big Samoan dropped his spatula and ran out of the tiled and matted aisle behind the bar counter, shouting something incoherent to the back room crew.
Faces from the dinner crowd diners peered over the counter down at Allie.
Cass noticed only pieces of this.
She could still see the glow from Allie’s eyes from where she sat, even with Jon covering most of her face with his hand. The light from her irises continued to escape from between Jon’s fingers, pulsing with their own internal heartbeat, splashing green light and shadow on his hand. As if he could see the escaping light, too, Jon hunched over Allie even further, trying to shield her from the curious onlookers.
Finally, the black-haired man broke the silence.
“We’re out of time,” he said to Jon. “She needs to come with me. Now. It’s the only way.”
“Screw you!” Jon snapped, glaring up at him. He turned to look back at Allie. “Al.” He spoke in a near-whisper, moving his face down closer to hers. “Allie...come on, honey. Come back. Come back now. Please. You need to wake up, Al...”
Cass saw the black-haired man look towards the door, shifting his weight on his feet.
Another voice rose behind them, causing her to turn.
“Yeah.” It was the manager, Tom, on his headset. “No.” Pause. “No drugs that I know of...but maybe, sure.” A pause. “No, she’s not conscious.”
“Tom!” Cass said, sharp. “Tom, no!”
The manager held up a finger, listening to whoever was on the other end.
“Yeah. She seems to be breathing––”
“Tom! Hang up! Please!”
The black-haired man walked directly up to Tom, without so much as a pause in his steps. Tom stared at him, slack-jawed, but stopped speaking when the much taller man loomed over him, his face set in a hard scowl. Tom didn’t move as the taller man took the headset off his head, either. Hooking the set over his own ear, the black-haired man began speaking as if Tom had never stopped.
“...Oh,” he said, his voice sounding almost like Tom’s. “My mistake! She seems to be coming around now.” He paused. “Yeah, she’s fine. Yeah. Screwing around with her friends, they’re telling me now.” Another pause. “Yeah. Sorry for wasting your time. Sure. I’ll call back, if that happens.”
Again, without a pause, he took off the headset, stuffing it in his pocket.
Cass expected Tom to protest, but when she looked up at him next, his eyes were blank, faraway-seeming. Cass started to get to her feet, but Jon grabbed her wrist, yanking her roughly back down. Before she could speak, he laid his mouth on her ear, his words a fierce whisper.
“Cass. Don’t. What do you think he is?”
She stared at Jon, then up at the black-haired man. Her throat closed.
“What are we going to do?” she whispered back.
“We’re taking her home,” Jon said.
“Jon! But what about her eyes? Everyone saw! They’ll take her away!”
“No,” the black-haired man said, his voice openly warning. “They won’t. She’s coming with me.” He waited for Jon to look up. “Jon...you know. I know you know. It’s too late to hide it...I can’t push that many. Surveillance goes directly to the feeds. Make this easy. Let me take her. Or you’ll never see her again, I promise you.”
Jon returned his gaze. Frowning, he looked at Tom and Jodi, then around at the diners watching them and the small crowd of kitchen staff crammed in the single door to the back room, peering around the grease-stained wood.
Taking in eyes and faces, Jon looked back up at the black-haired man.
“You can get her out of here?” Jon demanded.
“Yes.”
“You work for SCARB, man?”
“No.”
“The government?”
“No.”
“You’re not CIA? Some kind of fucking trader?”
“No.” The man hesitated. “I’ll take her away from all that, Jon. I promise. You know what they’ll do to her if I don’t. You saw what she did.”
Cass saw Jon’s jaw harden more. 
He stared at the wall with the broken glasses. For the first time, Cass noticed his arms were cut from when he fell. His face had nicks as well; he was bleeding, but barely seemed to notice. He was shaking, too, she realized, nearly in shock.
For a moment he seemed to be thinking, staring up at the black-haired man’s angular face, then around the small diner. Cass saw him focus briefly on the surveillance cameras that were standard in every public place, monitored by SCARB and occasionally, with a warrant, by the SFPD or the FBI.
After another pause, Jon raised his voice to the rest of the room.
“She’s okay,” he said. “She’s coming around. Everyone just be cool, okay? Allie’s fine. She’s been tested. Lots of times.”
Sasquatch’s eyes were round as saucers, but he nodded, looking out over the dinner crowd, most of whom remained on their feet. No one said a word, but Cass wondered if even a single one of them believed that, given what they’d just seen.
But Allie was coming around...sort of.
The light in her irises abruptly began to dim.
Then, when they were almost back to normal, her eyelids flickered, then a frown crinkled her face before she reached out with her hands, grabbing Jon’s fingers over her face, then using her other hand to clutch at the leg of a nearby bar stool. When it moved under her touch, she grabbed for the base of the counter, instead.
Jon helped her to a seated position.
Her eyes never came fully into focus, and something was off in them as she stared at her own feet in her thick-soled waitressing shoes, but they’d stopped glowing. Cass watched her face, a face she had loved for the past twenty-plus years, even envied at times.
Now, she couldn’t help but see it as different.
But they’d been friends since they were kids. How could she be a seer? Seers looked like kids until they were around twenty years old. Hell, Jon was right...she never would have made it through adoption protocols if she had even a hint of seer blood, especially given how she’d been found as a baby. 
Still, there’d always been something...uncanny about Allie. 
Cass never really wanted to connect the dots, but that didn’t mean she didn’t see them.
“Al?” Jon took her arm. His voice grew almost harsh. “Al! You need to get it together.” He hesitated, looking up at the black-haired man. “Al...this guy’s going to help us, okay?”
Cass’s jaw dropped, but Jon didn’t seem to notice.
When Allie didn’t move, Jon helped her slowly to her feet. For a moment Allie just stood there, leaning a palm on the counter while Jon supported her with his arm. Everyone stared at her...customers, the kitchen staff, Tom the manager, Jodi.
All but the black-haired man. 
He stared out the windows.
“No one’s leaving,” he said a second later. He looked at Jon. “I won’t hurt her, Jon. But we have to go. Now. They’re on their way.”
Cass watched Jon in a kind of disbelief as he nodded.
Somehow, he believed this guy. She couldn’t help but wonder if the black-haired man had hypnotized Jon, too. He was a seer; he had to be. Now that Cass knew that about him, she wondered how she could have missed it before. His height. The weird eyes. But he hadn’t been collared. 
Cass saw Jon wipe his eyes then, and realized in a kind of disbelief that he was crying. He really had known about this.
Wiping his eyes again, almost angrily that time, Jon tightened his hold on Allie’s arm. He gave the black-haired man a hard look.
“I’m coming with you.”
The taller man gestured in a downward slash. “No. Absolutely not.”
“You can’t stop me, man!”
“Yes,” the black-haired man said, but more gently. “I can, Jon.” 
 

 
...It was the last thing Cass remembered before she blinked suddenly, and found herself staring around the dining room of the Lucky Cat in confusion.
It took a beat longer for the sound to kick back in. 
Initially, all Cass had to go on were visuals.
Sirens rotated and flashed outside the diner windows. She saw people through the glass, most of them wearing uniforms, motioning and shouting, holding weapons as they headed for the diner’s front door.
Cass might have been afraid, under different circumstances.
As it was, she could only stare, sure it wasn’t real.
Patrons seemed to be coming alive around her, too, looking around themselves like they had no idea what had just happened.
Jon stood right next to the bar’s formica counter, not far from where Cass remembered seeing him last. A trickle of blood ran down his face from under his hairline; his arms had nicks and cuts where his T-shirt didn’t cover them.
The person who had stood between them, the person on whom the entire room had been focused, what felt like only seconds before...was gone.
The black-haired man was gone, too.
 



 
4
ROOK
 
 
I am. No thoughts cloud me.
The stories that run silently in the background, all the time...about my life, my dreams, my problems, what it all means...they are all vaporized, gone.
I am. It is enough.
Time is not...not here, anyway. No past is, no future. No “just now,” no “the other day” nor “in a minute.” All lives live in one life that is not-life...at least not in the way I’d thought. I live in spaces between time increments, outside time which spins like a glass ball, a matrix clockwork toy whirling dutifully overhead. Breaths in and out make up a pulse, a beat that follows another...then another still. Life flows a thousand currents from that single point, an ocean of light and dark, colors broken into shards and shadows, interconnected like drops of paint bleeding over canvas.
I see the world in which my physical body lives.
It it real, too. It moves through time.
The walls of buildings glow like oddly invasive lines, showing me where to direct each foot. Movement is born all over again at each clench and unclench of muscles. 
I look up and sky unfolds like a dark cloth thrown out on a windy lawn, rippling and vast. It is more than I can take in, so my mind filters, makes it manageable. Stars appear in that vast landscape, broken pieces of sun.
He pulls me along the street, and I feel fear through his fingers.
I don’t understand how he could be afraid.
It is so beautiful here I could cry. Colors here are the the truest, purest of colors, what the physical world tries to emulate but cannot. Clouds tower in silence, held breaths with hints of billowing motion. The night sky...
Well, night is the all-space. 
Light whales wing past, screeching into silence. Dragons swim by. Fish, birds, trees, masks. People too...
They all live here, it is their home.
Am I dead? I wonder.
No, is all he says.
I follow the insistent tug of his fingers. I occupy myself by feeling my legs as they are jerked and released like a puppet’s wooden limbs.
The streets are full of glowing beings.
Most are white and gray sheep with blurred outlines. They have no features, no faces. Above their heads, thin, sparking threads rise up, forever into that darkness.
Humans, he explains. That is what they look like, from here.
From where? I wonder.
He doesn’t answer this.
I look at him then, too, see the structured light and chiseled features inside the same wash of dark and light sky. He is so different from the blurry sheep it is hard to see even the similarities. He is something else. He cannot be the same type of creature at all.
Seer, he tells me. The Barrier is where our differences show. I am a seer, Allie.
I lift a hand, even as I stumble along after him, trying to keep up with his long legs. I must look like I’m tripping out on drugs, I think. Like an acid freak.
Well, I’m in the right city for it.
I laugh at the thought, but still, I am fascinated as I look at my hand. I am not like the sheep, after all. Rather than being a puff of indeterminate smoke, I am like him, made of crisscrossing white and gold and fire-colored light. It weaves into complex patterns under my gauzy skin. I turn my hand over in wonder, see veins and light structured as bone.
Am I not human? I ask.
My companion is silent.
Hey, I say to him. Hey. What am I...?
Later, he says. We don’t have time for Seer 101 right now, Allie.
I remember that he is nervous. I try to focus, to do as he says.
But it is so easy to get distracted here.
Wind whispers by; it goes through me, a soft pulse of warmth. I rise higher, higher still...until I seem to be looking out over Earth itself. Ghosts vie with one another from that much higher place. They dive and screech, sightless between stars. 
Above them stands the Pyramid.
It is made of bright silver light, a hard metal umbrella of jarring, precise lines. Anger drives it, a determination to impose its own rhythm, to control...
He grips my hand, tighter. It hurts.
I find myself with him once more, though, after he does it. I am walking over the ground, on the sidewalk, using my strangely clumsy body and its odd, jerking movements. My legs never stop flexing back and forth. We are walking fast, and I almost recognize where we are as we climb a rising sidewalk towards another row of buildings.
I click between realities like changing channels, negative to positive.
We approach another of those sky people, a being of bright gold light, like the man holding my hand. I feel my companion react. The new being with the chiseled face and body grows nearer with every step.
Unlike us, he does not walk, but sits.
The negative clicks to positive.
I see a flash of the street through my physical eyes...
...and a homeless man blinked back at me from the sidewalk, a broken cardboard box over his legs for warmth. A puppy lay curled at his feet, a dirty white color with chocolate brown spots. The homeless man wore a gray beard and tie-dyed shirt over jeans stiff with dirt and sweat. His eyes shone dark, intense.
My mind reacted, pulled briefly from that feeling of peace.
They are everywhere, I think. They look just like us...
...then I am back in the place of no time.
There, the homeless man’s eyes glow as pale white stars, reflecting a quiet joy that lives in kindness and warmth. I feel my companion’s relief as he looks at this man. He shows me, in another flash of layered and complicated thought, the proper means of greeting the other in this place. The other person...
Seer, my friend whispers.
I flinch from the word.
But the old man is smiling. He bows to me, and to the man with me; a whisper of warmth flows from him to us, a soft, liquid light. My companion sends a similar pulse back. He shows me how to do the same, mixing his light with mine, and I smile, unable to help it.
The homeless man smiles back.
We are all everything, sister, he tells me. All the time.
 

 
Time passes. 
I am somewhere else now. 
He pulls me across an endless sea of green grass. He won’t let me slow. I want only to enjoy the feel of animals and plants, watch clouds whisper around the faint auras of trees...
...when suddenly, the image righted itself. The night sky flattened, turning back to the one I’d known since childhood, covered in pinprick stars. 
Auras evaporated like smoke from around living trees, grass, water, even rocks. 
I held up a hand as I stumbled after the tall shadow of a tall stranger who held onto my other arm. I watched the light fade until my fingers grew back into the same opaque skin and bone I’d always known.
Once it had, I shivered, suddenly freezing cold.
I found myself walking in my waitressing uniform, a white blouse and a short, black miniskirt, without a jacket. We were making our way along the edge of a long line of trees overlooking a sloped pasture, one that I vaguely recognized. 
Then I saw them—hulking dark forms with shaggy humps, black horns and low, twitching tails. We were all the way to the buffalo paddock in Golden Gate Park.
Fighting fear, I wracked my brain for how I’d gotten there.
I glanced up at the trees, then towards the road.
I stumbled when I stared too long, fought to regain my footing when the man holding onto me didn’t slow his pace. I was still being pulled along, despite my faltering steps, and I realized he gripped my hand like iron, and that he was taking me somewhere forcibly.
In the same set of seconds, I remembered that I didn’t know him.
“Hey,” I managed. I tried to pull on my arm, to retrieve it, but he only yanked me after him harder, exuding impatience. “Hey...wait. Wait up! Stop!”
He didn’t slow his steps.
I found myself trying to get close to him the other way, reaching towards him almost unconsciously...and a rush of nausea hit me, hard enough to make me stumble again. The man glanced back at me in the same instant, his pale eyes briefly reflecting the light of the moon. 
The nausea worsened even as my mind sifted backwards, explaining the facts to me belatedly.
He was a seer, and he wasn’t wearing one of those collars.
I panicked as the feeling of him in me strengthened. I tried to push him out of my head, to get free of him, but I had no idea how.
Allie...calm down, he sent.
“Let me go! I’ll call SCARB!”
His reaction shocked me.
He laughed.
It had been a childish threat, spoken in desperation. When he only laughed at me again, I followed after him in spite of myself, still struggling to see his face in the dark, to remember what he looked like. There was too much light; I couldn’t see past it. 
When he looked back the next time, I saw my eyes reflected in his, glowing a pale green. He frowned, staring at me a few seconds longer, then only looked away.
“You’ll need to learn to control that,” was all he said.
I barely heard him as I held up my hand. A sickly, green light illuminated the lines of my palm, like from a phone or a dying flashlight. I realized that light had to be coming from me, from my eyes, but the information wouldn’t compute.
Fear leaked into my voice, raising it an octave.
“Holy crap...”
“You’ll need to learn to control that,” he said again.
His physical voice shocked me that time, maybe because I finally really heard it. It was deep. It also carried an accent, but not one I would’ve expected. It was Germanic-sounding, European. He gestured briefly towards my face, still walking fast.
“Can you...stop it, Esteemed Bridge?” He continued pulling me along with him deeper into the trees, even as he continued to speak. “At some point, you must have learned to control it. See if you can now,” he suggested. “While we walk.”
“Who are you?” My voice shook. “What have you done to me?”
That time, he barely spared me a glance. 
Still, I could have sworn I felt something like impatience coming off him, maybe wafting off him like a scent. On the surface, he only inclined his head, still walking fast as he gestured towards me with his free hand. The way he did it struck me as formal, perhaps even conveying respect, but he did it hurriedly.
Dehgoies. The word landed directly in my mind. Revik.
I could only struggle after him, fighting to think as I strove to keep up with his long legs.
Deh-go-ies, he repeated, slower. Re-vik.
“What is that?” I said. “A name?”
“I will answer whatever you ask...” 
His physical voice shocked me again, making me flinch. Glancing back at me as if he felt it, he hesitated, then tugged harder on my arm, leading me deeper into the trees. 
“...But not now, Esteemed Bridge,” he finished belatedly.
“Where are we going?” I tried to piece together how I’d even gotten there from the diner. “Where are you taking me?”
“Please be quiet.” He held a finger to his lips. “Please.”
“No,” I snapped. “I need you to stop! I need you to stop right now!”
He halted at once, so quickly I nearly ran into him.
He didn’t release my arm, but turned, meeting my gaze. The look on his face made me think he’d resigned himself to reassure me, at least the bare minimum.
But he didn’t like it.
I need to get us a car, he said. We have to leave this place, Allie...now. Before they set up blockades, and close off the city.
“Blockades?”
He made an irritated-sounding clicking noise with his tongue, one that sounded oddly familiar to me, although I couldn’t immediately place why. 
You don’t remember any of it? he sent then. What you did, in that diner? He gestured towards my face with his free hand. Every intelligence group and law enforcement branch housed in this city will be after you, once they see that surveillance feed. It has likely made it to federal channels already. How can you be surprised by this? Now?
I stared up at him.
In desperation, I flipped over the arm connected to the wrist he held, showing him the barcode on my inner arm. I pointed out the “H” designation from among my collection of tats.
“I’m human, man. Hu-man. Get it?”
He held up his own arm, showing me his racial-cat tattoo. I lowered mine, staring at the “H” on his pale skin in disbelief.
“I’m not,” he said, his voice cold.
Looking away at my silence, his eyes scanned the pitch black trees.
Can we go now?
“Where are you taking me?”
We must leave the city, he repeated, as if talking to a rather stupid child. The Rooks are here... His mouth firmed to a frown. ...Terian. He worries me more than your human police. Or even SCARB, although I’m sure he will come in that guise, as well... 
Seeing my bewildered look, he interpreted it on his own.
Rooks, he repeated. Other seers. I will explain later. His thoughts grew as impatient as his voice when they bombarded me next. Can we go? Are you done asking me questions I could answer better en route, Esteemed Bridge?
“Why do you keep calling me—”
I don’t have time for you to have an emotional reaction right now! he sent, his thoughts cutting into mine. Are you going to pretend you didn’t cause a fucking scene at that restaurant? That your eyes aren’t glowing...
He motioned to my face.
...Even now? As we speak?
When I didn’t answer, he clicked at me again. Pulling on my arm, not roughly but purely out of a desire to move me forward, he switched back to his physical voice as he started walking.
“You are at risk, Esteemed Bridge. You understand that this is serious?”
“Wait!” I felt the first real flickering of fear. “I’m not going anywhere with you! Besides, I can’t. I’ve got this GPS thing, and...”
Stopping dead once more, he reversed direction before I could regain my balance. He stepped towards me and I stumbled backwards, trying to get out of his way. Standing less than a foot away, he stared down at me.
Listen to me, sister, he sent. Hear this, for it is the last time I will say it.
His thoughts turned harsh in my head.
You cannot go home, Esteemed Bridge. Even without the Rooks. You cannot.
He gestured sharply, a downward slash. His eyes held mine, hard as glass.
...Over. It is over for you, this human life. Do you hear me, Esteemed One? Do not make the mistake of thinking you can go back. You cannot go back. Never, Allie.
I stared up at him, fighting for words.
His eyes flickered pointedly to the GPS on my arm.
You are already a criminal...a violent one. If you are a seer, they will show you no mercy. Your life living among them is finished. It is absolutely imperative that you understand this. You cannot trust humans anymore. Any humans, Allie.
His expression grew grim, but I saw sympathy there, too.
Feel whatever grief you need to feel about this, and then let it go. Do it soon. It will save you much heartache later. Or worse, a life of slavery and torture like nothing you can imagine.
My jaw fell open. I continued to stare up at him.
“The boy,” he said, exasperated. ...You threw him. I had to get you out of there when I saw...I could not believe it...
He made that odd clicking sound with his tongue, shaking his head.
...They did not warn me you would be telekinetic!
He sounded almost angry.
Staring up at him, I clenched my fists, forcing my brain to work.
Jon. He meant Jon.
There’d been witnesses at the diner. They’d seen me throw Jon across the room without touching him. They’d have my psych records from when I was a kid, know I was some kind of freak. There was the incident at Backdoor Bar with Jaden and the groupie. My parole. My unknown parentage. Maybe they would know a lot more than that, once they interrogated Jon and my mom. Hell, they might use drugs on them...even other seers. A seer impersonating a human constituted terrorism, so their human rights would be out the window if the World Court felt they had probable cause.
Telekinetic, christ. That had to be a scam. I’d never heard of a telekinetic seer before. 
Well, other than...
I stared up at him, eyes wide.
“Yes.” He nodded grimly. You will be little Syrimne. Little female Syrimne and all the babies she could make. If SCARB finds you, your citizenship, even your sentience categorization will be revoked. That H mark you value so much...
He motioned towards my racial-cat tattoo and the barcode above it.
...It will be burned right off of your arm.
His mouth formed a grim line as he waited for me to catch up.
I couldn’t, though.
I couldn’t get past the Syrimne thing.
Syrimne was the bogey-man to most humans, even my own parents. In school, I’d seen all the old footage of him blowing up oil tankers and downing planes, setting hospitals on fire. He did all of it with his mind, sometimes from hundreds of miles away. It took an army to get him down, and more than half of them had been seers, too.
The black-haired man’s clicking sound grew softer, and contained more sympathy.
We must leave here, Esteemed Bridge. Even your human brother understood this. He did not like it...but he understood.
I bit my tongue, hard enough to taste blood. The man in front of me looked to be about 6’5”, barefoot. I didn’t stand a chance against him, if it came to that.
If he was telling the truth, I had nowhere to go anyway.
I watched his eyes flicker over mine. A hint of emotion grew discernible in the dark...then pain came off him, sharp, taking my breath. Before I could think, he was beside me. His fingers circled my upper arms.
I am here to help you. He hesitated, pulling me closer to where he stood. Trust me. Please...I can get you out. Once I do, things won’t be as bad for you. I promise you this.
I felt my throat close. “And that’s my only option?” I said. “To get out?”
His fingers loosened. 
“Yes,” he said, stepping back. His eyes still watched mine with that unnerving scrutiny. “Your human family,” he began aloud, then switched to his mind. There might still be time to move them. If I can get in contact with some of my people, they might be able to—
A flash lit the clearing.
With it came a thwup-thwup sound, like staccato inhales of breath. The man beside me moved like liquid shadow.
He shoved me, hard.
Before I could put the different pieces together inside my mind, my feet had already separated from the ground. 
I flew through the air...
...and slammed, hard, into the trunk of a nearby redwood tree.
My face smacked into rough bark. Pain sucked the air from my lungs, blinding me even as it blanked out my mind. I couldn’t hear, couldn’t breathe as I crumpled in mud and pine needles. The pure shock and intensity of that pain both woke me up and stunned me in the same breath. 
Then I heard another series of shots.
Thwup, thwup, thwup...
I fought to rise, but my back lit up like a Christmas tree in an electrical fire. Spots flashed before my eyes as an odor like sulfur hit my mouth and nose. Gunfire. Not like I was an expert, but I’d heard it before. My fingers fought for purchase on wet bark. I was full-fledged panicking now, but also in shock, a deer in headlights. I couldn’t figure out from which direction the shots had come. I had no idea where I was in relation to where I had been before.
The man with the black hair was on the ground. I felt a sharp pain where he held his shoulder. I smelled blood.
I tried to stand, but another volley of shots peppered the clearing, bringing me to my knees. Scrabbling with feet and hands, I slid halfway around the base of the tree, at least understanding from which direction they came from that time. 
That time, when I looked back at the clearing, the black-haired man was gone.
He’d left me here, while I was being shot at.
Great.
A crackle of branches being shoved aside caused me to turn back toward the other side of that same clearing. I found myself face to face with the shooter, and recognized him at once. He still wore the same dark blue suit and red tie. Flipping aside a longer greatcoat, he extracted a fresh ammunition magazine from an inside pocket, and deftly replaced the one he let fall to the ground, seemingly without concern for where it fell.
He stared directly at me.
“Interesting.” He snapped in the fresh magazine, chambered a round, and raised the gun so it pointed at my face. “Was he flirting with you just now? Please tell me, dearest, for that is simply too delicious for words...”
I pushed my body off the trunk with my palms and slipped, landing hard on my tailbone on a protruding root. I winced, gasping, bracing myself to be shot.
I was in shock. My mind acknowledged this, as if from far away.
In front of me, the man with the amber eyes fell to a crouch, so that our gazes were level.
He looked exactly how I remembered him looking, including his oddly, light-brown eyes, which were riveting, difficult to look away from, even now...maybe especially now. His long, reddish-brown hair framed high cheekbones and a sensual mouth. Some of this I pulled together from memory, of course, since it was dark, but his eyes caught some unseen light, reflecting a glow that made them look distinctly inhuman to me.
“Are you hurt, sister?” he said.
“Yeah...no.” I fought to control my voice. “...I’m okay.”
He smiled. “My apologies for scaring you.” Unlike the other, this man had no discernible accent, but the construction of his sentences remained foreign-sounding to my ears. 
Seer, I found myself thinking. He has to be another one.
If he heard me think it, his expression showed no indication. 
“This man.” He gestured towards the trees with the gun. “He is a criminal, you see. He has been harassing you, yes? Following you?”
When I remained silent, his mind prodded mine.
“Yes,” I managed.
“I am Terian.” He waited, as if expecting me to introduce myself next, as if we were at a dinner party. Even as I thought it, he prompted, “...And you are? What? Another Sark, surely. Living among the worms, trying to pass. Succeeding too, or so it would seem. And Dehgoies felt obliged to out you, did he?” 
Terian chuckled, resting the gun on his thigh. 
“I’m sure you’ll be jumping into his bed at any moment for that favor,” he grinned.
His gaze sharpened above the smile then, flickering down my body.
“So tell me. How old are you, sister?”
I stared at his yellow eyes...
…and dark clouds intervene.
Briefly, his face shines with flickering, metallic lines. His eyes are yellow lamps in that other place, emitting cold, fast-moving, highly-structured silver light above the densely drawn lines that make up his body.
Above his head in miniature rotates the Pyramid.
Then, it is gone.
 

 
...and I lay crumpled on water-drenched ground in the pitch dark of Golden Gate Park, and my head throbbed with a dull pain. Rain dripped down from the trees, making me blink, sparkling on the black coat the man wore, contrasting the yellow of his eyes.
“I am sorry for the gun,” he said.
The warmth of his heart felt almost real. He tugged me deeper into him, trying to modify how he appeared to me.
I fought him, but it was like fighting smoke.
“I don’t believe you,” I said.
It started raining for real. Larger droplets hit my face, disorienting me.
“He warned me about you,” I told him.
Terian rose to his feet. His smile grew a touch cold.
“Ah, he warned you, did he?” That time, I almost heard an accent. Clicking softly like the other one had, Terian made an odd snorting sound. “Gaos di’lanlente. Dehgoies would eat dirt if he thought it would sustain him, if only to save time. Since he has begun his pathetic attempt at indoctrination, let us cut to the chase. You are the Bridge, are you not?”
In response to what must have been a blank look from me, Terian’s smile widened.
“He woke you and didn’t tell you? Classic Dehgoies.”
I shoved my body backwards in the mud with my feet. Following my retreat, Terian once more bent his knees, sidling forward like a crab. He caught my wrist, staring into my face.
“Well, let me enlighten you, my dear,” he said. “You are the Bridge. In fact, I can see that it is so, clearly enough in your aleimi. We have been looking for you...the whole seer community has been trying to find you...for more years than you have been alive. I do not know how the Seven managed to locate you first, or to hide you...to keep your sight powers from showing, or your blood hidden from SCARB, but they did do it, somehow.”
“What are you talking about—”
“You’re going to kill off all the worms.” Terian smiled at me, but his eyes remained still as glass. His voice grew into a caress. “Every last one, little Allie. You’re going to save us. You’re going to restore your race to its birthright. To its former, unabashed glory...”
My fingers clenched the mud.
I was probably dead either way.
I threw the handful of mud directly at his eyes, scrabbling to get away even as I did it. He lunged after me easily, though, catching my arm.
“There, there, little girl—”
“Let me go!” I shouted, hoping someone, anyone might hear. “Seer!” I screamed louder. “Seer! Crazy fucking terrorist seer!”
Terian dragged me to my feet, his fingers like iron bands.
His voice remained friendly, bordering on indifferent.
“It will not help you to pull the authorities into this, Alyson,” he said. “...Not anymore. I would not relish hurting you, like my old friend, Revi’ might, but I will, if I must. The hard part...” He paused. His grin stole wider. “...Well, the hard part for you, of course, is only beginning I’m afraid. But Dehgoies lied. We do not wish you dead. Quite the contrary—”
“Get your hands off me!”
“––There is a necessary, ah, assimilation period, of course. It is difficult, I will not lie. But I will do what I can to ease it for you, my sister. Or hasten it, if you prefer.”
A dark form dropped silently from the trees behind him.
Terian smiled at me warmly, his voice still collegial.
“The pain will be entirely worth it, I promise you. It will be brief, you will forget it...and when it is finished, we have such wondrous things to show you, my young friend! I myself regret not a single instant of my time with the Org. Neither did Revi’, whatever he might say now. He once was one of our most ardent—”
“Help!” I jerked my arms, bucking against him, trying to get away. “Help me, please! I’ll go with you! I’ll go with you! I’ll do whatever you want!”
Terian whirled around to look behind him...but too late.
Metal glinted as the shadow swung its arm.
Then Terian was kneeling on the needle-strewn ground. He clutched his throat, making choking, gurgling sounds.
He raised the gun, pointing it at the shadow, who knocked it sharply away. 
I only stood there, paralyzed, as the shadow forced Terian to the pine-carpeted ground. It knelt on his chest, holding his forehead with pale fingers. I still stood there, watching, as it cut directly into Terian’s throat with the same, sharp object, sawing through cartilage and flesh above a bucking, writhing body, finishing the job with a methodicalness that bordered on rote. A fountain of blood pulsed up, dark in the moonlight, splattering his hands, face, and chest. Watching it, smelling it, brought bile to my throat in a thick rush.
I was panting, breathing too much, my back against the tree. It felt like all the blood in my body now sat pooled in my feet.
When it finished its task, the shadow straightened as if pulled vertical by steel cables.
“We cannot stay here,” he said.
I screamed. I must have screamed again, but before I could get too far into it, he threw himself forward in a crouch, clamping a sticky hand roughly over my mouth.
“Sleep,” he commanded. “Sleep now.”
The trees, the rain and the dead body disappeared.
 



 
5
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Time passed. I didn’t know how much.
For a long time, I wasn’t thinking enough, in straight enough lines, to even care.
I didn’t question the motion of the car at first.
It was kind of soothing, even if I struggled finding a comfortable resting place for my arms. A bump in the road brought my eyes abruptly open. Sky through a dirty windshield showed the faint pink and gold of pre-dawn.
The silhouette of a saint statue broke my view. It was glued to the dashboard above an old-fashioned FM radio with silver knobs.
My eyes traveled left, meeting an angular profile framed by black hair matted to a pale neck. Almond-shaped eyes sat above high cheekbones, taking in the road. He had the beginnings of five o’clock shadow. Flecks of a familiar-looking brown stained his shirt, which bulged from a crude, homemade bandage on his shoulder.
Feeling my stare, he turned. His eyes appeared cold even in the morning sun.
I tried to raise a hand...
And the motion of my arm was abruptly stopped.
I stared down at the handcuffs for a full minute before the reality of them penetrated. It struck me that my wrists were bare apart from the metal rings; the GPS was gone. My eyes traveled lower, completing their tour down to my ankles, which were bound with hard plastic, like those tie-binders they used on reality cop shows. Leaning back, I used my weight to try and budge the only object I thought I had some chance of influencing, namely the plastic armrest. 
When it stayed firmly affixed to the door, I looked up at him again, saw him watching me.
His eyes shimmered. I translated their expression as disinterested puzzlement.
He didn’t try to stop me as I continued to test my limits of motion. My whole body hurt; I was bruised, dirty and half-naked under the dog-smelling blanket. My throat hurt, I was so thirsty. My neck had crimped while I slept against the car door. I thought about my mom in a kind of blurred panic. I started to scream, but that got a reaction from him.
“Be silent!” His words and accent jarred me.
When I shut up, his eyes lowered, along with his voice.
“Don’t make me knock you unconscious.” He shifted in his seat, as if uncomfortable, or maybe just hearing his own words. “I would rather not.” 
Hesitating, he glanced at my wrists.
My eyes started their waterworks thing. I couldn’t help myself. “Please don’t kill me,” I said. “Mom’s not even over dad yet...she’d never be able to handle this. She might really kill herself, I mean it...”
His gaze drifted out the window. He seemed to sigh.
“Please! Mister, I...” My cheeks burned before I’d even said it. “I was always supportive of seer’s rights,” I ventured. “I was never one of the ones who—”
He laughed, startling me into silence.
Unsure how to go on from that, I was still fumbling with words when he turned, his eyes like two flat stones.
“I do not wish to kill you,” he said. “I am sorry for your mother. I truly am. There is nothing I can do.”
I absorbed his words. I felt the blood slide from the veins in my face when it occurred to me that he really wasn’t letting me go. With the GPS gone, even the cops wouldn’t know where I was, but clearly, they’d be looking for me. I glanced out the dusty windows in a kind of desperation, but only saw a semi-truck a few hundred yards ahead. 
When a car began to pass a lane over, I shrieked, banging on the glass.
He grabbed my arm, forcing me around, so that I faced him. The strength behind his fingers made my muscles lock.
“No,” he said sternly, as if talking to a dog. “Do not make me put you to sleep.” His eyes flickered between mine. “If you need to hear it again, I will talk. Do you agree?”
I felt my muscles unclench as a part of me deflated.
Probably not a good idea to piss off the murdering seer who could read my mind and had me handcuffed to his car.
“Yeah,” I said. “Okay. Sure.”
He released my arm, returning his gaze to the road.
But he didn’t talk. 
We drove in silence while I massaged my wrist. When I happened to glance up, he was staring at my bare thigh, which had shifted out from under the ugly, gray blanket he must have put over me after he knocked me out.
Slowly, I retracted my leg, hiding it back under the blanket.
I’d forgotten all those other stories about seers.
Frowning, he averted his gaze. “I haven’t seen you in the flesh in a long time.” He gestured vaguely with one hand. “You are...larger.”
I said, “Oh.”
“You are safe with me, Alyson.”
“You say that a lot.” My fingers clutched the chain between the metal bracelets.
I tried to think if there was any way I could talk him into untying me...then remembered he could read my mind. That pretty much limited my options.
“Yes,” he agreed neutrally.
I turned at this, biting my lip.
“So what are you?” I said. “A terrorist? One of those ‘unaffiliateds’ who want a seer nation? What?”
He made that soft clicking noise with his tongue. I watched him do it, fascinated in spite of myself. I remembered reading somewhere about seer language, how they used sign language in addition to verbal and telepathy.
“Alyson,” he said. “Killing him bought us time only. I’d prefer not to waste it while you assume my agenda is that of fictitious seers portrayed on your human news.” He glanced at my face. “I was sent to bring you back to our world. That is all. I would only kill you...”
Letting out a shriek, I slammed my shoulder against the door and window.
The man grabbed my forearm, roughly. Once more, I found myself staring up at his face.
“...I would only kill both of us if my attempt failed. If I failed, Allie. Understand?”
I found myself staring back and forth between those clear, glass-like eyes. As I did, my shoulders relaxed involuntarily.
“No,” I said. “I don’t understand.”
“But you believe I will not hurt you.” I heard relief in his voice. “Good. That is good.” He released my arm, putting both hands back on the steering wheel. “We can talk now.”
But he didn’t talk.
I watched in disbelief as he sank deeper into the cloth driver’s seat, wincing from the gun wound in his shoulder.
“So you’re from another world,” I prompted, when he didn’t look over. “I remember reading some conspiracy theory about that actually...that you’re really aliens who seeded us from another galaxy.” I leaned against the car door, trying to find a comfortable place for my arms. I couldn’t. “I also heard one where you were all victims of some disease...or an asteroid that hit the earth back in the early years of human evolution.”
His eyes flickered to mine, puzzled once more.
“Seriously,” I said. “If this isn’t about the terrorist thing, what do you want? Money? I don’t have any. Sex? There are easier ways, man. You’re not a bad-looking guy. One of my friends thought you were hot. I don’t know how she feels about seers, but knowing Cass, she’d try anything once.”
He frowned slightly, his eyes flickering back in my direction.
“Did someone hire you?” I said. “Do I have a rich crazy stalker this time?”
“You are the Bridge,” he said. “The Harbinger.”
“Great,” I said. “That’s what the other guy said.”
The man’s mouth firmed to a line. I got the sense my words irritated him, though. 
“Terian likes his little games,” was all he said.
I waited, wondering if he would say more, but he didn’t.
Biting back impatience, I shook my head, as if to clear it. “So what kind of accent is that? German? I didn’t think any seers lived in Europe anymore. I thought you were all in Asia, with the exception of a few who worked directly for—”
“You are not human, Alyson.”
When he didn’t say anything else, I broke into a shaky laugh.
“Okay. So you want to play that game again? Well, I’ve been tested, like, hundreds of times, man, so pardon me if I think you’re full of shit. Whatever you’re trying to do, framing me as some kind of über-seer, Syrimne-wannabe, I don’t appreciate being the fall guy for whatever takeover trip you’ve got planned...”
He reached out without a word and laid a hand on my leg.
It wasn’t a sexual thing that time, but I sucked in a breath anyway, feeling him all around me, invisible hands shoving at me, pushing me out of my body until...
...I feel myself leaving. 
I can’t stop it. 
The car disappears like a shadow in brilliant light along with slices of road visible through a mud-spotted windshield, the plastic saint statue glued to the dashboard, the handcuffs, my bruised legs, his shirt collar with the dried blood...
I pass through what feels like a stretched membrane...
 

 
...and find myself once again in that endless black and violet sky.
The colors shock me back into remembrance.
It is a place without walls, with only dimension and light.
Here, though, with only him and away from San Francisco, the dreamlike place seems more real somehow, less abstract even than the world in the car with the ocean sliding by behind his long body and dark hair.
We are alone, surrounded only by distant stars and lumbering clouds.
Subtleties of light pull my attention from all sides. It is more than I can take in...the stars, the strange, river-like currents I can feel, flowing above and below where we stand, filled with flecks of different colored lights that dart and glint just past my awareness. A kind of prismatic wind ripples the light veins in my limbs, penetrating my light-filled skin. 
Above us both, clouds so vast and mountainous trek inexorably by, moving so silently that to watch them float strains my mind.
I could spend hours looking only at him.
He stands beside me in this dark, star-filled space, carved in detailed gold and white and deep red lights. Bones, muscles, teeth, veins, irises, hair and skin are replicated in a million subtle shades and hues, all moving so fast the colors appear almost to be stable, even though waves flicker through the whole, changing them and him subtly and silently. 
The space directly over his head fascinates me the most. There rotate complex geometries, like living math equations, perhaps thoughts rendered into multi-dimensional shapes. They look more complicated than that, though. I sense something else, too...presence maybe, but also a feeling of, I don’t know...function. As if those things I’m seeing have a use, as if they embody a direct functionality of some kind. Whatever they are, I definitely don’t get the impression they are just a bunch of pretty lights. I assume it must be some element of seer biology, or maybe something more subtle than that, more difficult to translate into words.
One thing is for sure: he is nothing like the man in the park.
He shines with a clear glow that is vastly different than Terian...and yet, he is not soft here, either. His eyes are diamond white, carrying a faint edge.
I am still staring at him when he points.
Some part of me follows.
I see nothing at first. Nothing but clouds and stars, endless skyscapes made of shifting dark, woven through with subtle frequencies of presence and light. 
Light remains even in the darkest segments of that night, I realize, arrayed in more colors than those for which my mind has names.
Beings dart from and into those massive thunderheads. 
They remind me of old woodcuts of tentacled leviathans surrounded by underwater forests. Some are singing. Watching them, I know I should be more afraid. 
The man with me watches me, too. 
I feel his attention on me as I flinch, reacting to a giant beast with whipping tail and claws that wings over our heads, screaming without sound.
It will not hurt you, he reassures me. You are not of its kind.
Where are we? I wonder.
Instead of answering, he points down.
Two long, twisting trails of light, one white and gold, the other a different shade of gold and white, loop languidly from our feet. I follow the course of those lights and find I can see any distance along their length.
At the bottom is a circle of blue daylight. 
There, a black-haired man drives a car, blood staining the collar of his shirt. His hands grip a leather-wrapped steering wheel as he leans back in his seat, and next to him, a girl with matted blond hair with dark roots leans against the car door, her wrists handcuffed to the armrest and a big bruise on her arm, probably from when I got thrown against that tree in the park.
I look dirty to myself, exhausted, bruised. I have a bruise on my face and dried blood at my hairline. My eyes are closed. Slumped against the door, my body bounces lightly from the car’s motion.
Landscape flows by as he steers us to a frontage road. His eyes appear to shine white; I do not know how they would look to others, or even to me, down in that car.
To humans, I look normal. To seers, too, down there. After a pause, he adds, You are unique in that regard, Alyson...although it is rumored that Syrimne shared this trait with you. Humans and seers can see it in the physical world when you operate your light at certain frequencies. It is possibly something I can train you to control...
As he speaks, I watch his reconstructed veins pulse and plume more light.
There are several...oddities...in your make up, he tells me next. Your blood is undetectable as Sark...Sarhacienne, that is...seer. It is an extremely rare condition. Only one in several hundred thousand seers have this. I have it, too. It is why they made me an infiltrator.
I am back to staring at myself inside that car, trying to convince myself that the rest of this isn’t real, that the sleeping girl is the only part of me that matters.
He reaches out, catching hold of my light arm.
This is the Barrier, Esteemed Bridge. Do you recognize it?
I am forced to nod, which isn’t a nod of course, but a silent conveyance that feels like one.
Yes, he sends, and I feel his approval. Good.
I’m not a seer, I say. I can’t be. It’s impossible.
It sounds hollow to me now, but I fight to hold on to that one thing.
I’ve read about your kind, I tell him. You play with people’s minds. You can convince them of anything.
As usual, this does not faze him.
You are right, he sends equably. But why would I do this with you?
I don’t have a good answer, and it irritates me.
His opens himself somehow, and I feel more of him.
It is disconcertingly intimate.
You have known that you are different, he tells me. You consciously chose to hide those differences...to suppress them where you could. His mind turns more pointed. Having a preference about what species one is, is irrational, Esteemed Bridge.
I don’t like this much, either.
His light begins to change, sparking in different-colored eddies that dance across his intricately woven skin. I cannot help but watch. His veins pulse, changing from white-gold to orange and red rivers with flecks of black and indigo blue. The transformation is liquid, fire-like. The fire starts from a particular structure over his head, leaks down his light skull like thinned, living paint. It bleeds into his throat, shoulders, arms, hands.
What are you doing? I ask.
Inside the Barrier, he sends. There is only one rule...
The fire spreads to me, touching my light forearm first, where he holds me.
Before the color has finished traveling to his waist, it is spreading into my transparent skin. Once it soaks my arm, it sears like ice, absorbed by my light bones.
Wait. I am fighting panic...again. Something’s wrong! Dehgo, whatever your name is—
Revik, he cuts in neutrally. Dehgoies Revik. I am slowing it down so you can feel the process accurately—
No, really, Dehgo! Wait—
Revik, he repeats. Dehgoies is my family name.
The fire spreads up my shoulder. I am struggling against his hold now, panicking, but I can’t extract myself from his fingers, nor from that fire-like light.
He remains calm, indifferent-seeming.
...The rule is this, he continues, as if I hadn’t interrupted. To go anywhere you wish to go, to find anyone or anything inside the Barrier, you must become what you seek. Distance can impact this, and time. But ultimately, even these can be overcome.
Orange fire spreads to my stomach.
His body is all bright orange now, with the exception of one hand, which stubbornly remains a sparking gold-white, lighter than the rest. The denser orange sinks into my thighs, moving swiftly to my knees, then my calves...
Wait! I shriek in the dark. Revik!
...Whatever you become, you are drawn to. This is called resonance. It is what you and I were born to do...
My left foot fills with liquid fire. 
Right as the last spot changes, his hand flushes orange, too, and it occurs to me in the millisecond before I’m ripped apart that he used that last piece of himself as an anchor, waiting for me to change, but the thought barely penetrates before...
My whole being ceases to exist.
When I can feel again, I am shooting across black clouds, moving so fast I can’t perceive anything but streaming light. I don’t realize I am screaming inside that space for a little while—if screaming is the right word, since I have no lips, no larynx, no tongue—but I feel Revik recoil as a part of me shrieks outward anyway.
A tornado of light opens before us...
...and then we are inside, moving fast, so fast that all I can do is survive it, holding onto him with my mind even if I can no longer feel my body. There is no sound. Light flashes by us in long, rotating, starbursts of fire. Orange and red and yellow twist in detailed spirals that light up the dark behind my eyes, making me nauseous.
Then, just as quickly, it is over.
Everything stops.
I come out the other end into the deepest silence I have ever felt.
We float. 
Stars flicker in an expanse without clouds, so still and silent that a catch happens somewhere in my internal rhythms. My light body is back, still made of orange fire, but it is no longer uncomfortable here. Here, that orange light pulses with the sky, with his orange body suspended beside mine, with the slow-moving light I see up ahead. Gaseous clouds swirl in inexorable silence, a spiral with a fire-orange cloud at its center.
We are swimming inside a nebula, watching flares arc and dissipate into blackness above.
I watch the light flow in its dense dance, feeling so much inside, wanting to feel it so much, I can barely formulate thought.
He is pleased.
Are we...here? I manage.
He nudges my mind towards a particularly beautiful arc of light as it explodes outwards.
We are, he replies. But not in the physical, Esteemed Bridge. All places that exist in the physical exist also in the Barrier...but many exist here that do not exist there. This is one of those. He observes me as I look around, still seeming pleased. I thought it best to go first to a place where accidents were not so much of a danger...
I try to absorb all of his words, can’t.
We float over unspeakable beauty for what could be minutes, days, aeons...
I remember that homeless seer in San Francisco with the kind eyes.
A part of me will never leave this place, I think.
...when he changes frequency, distracting me.
The new vibration spreads more quickly this time. Several structures over his head are involved, working conjointly.
But I’m not ready to leave.
Wait! Wait, no...please! Can’t we stay a little longer?
You will only grow accustomed through doing.
Wait! Revik...no!
At home, I would have been in tears.
The new frequency locks in. It is pale blue, the color of a virgin lake...
It rips me out of that flame-filled sky.
We enter the mouth of another tornado. I am screaming again, out of my mind. Being so far out of control makes it impossible to resist; I give in out of necessity, and it feels like dying, even beyond losing that beautiful place and its silent immovable peace...
But once I really let go, the fear recedes.
I look around at the wormhole walls. It is oddly silent.
He is beside me, his light features serene.
The tunnel walls are complex, made up of blue and white streaks so tiny they amaze me, pulling me out of my emotional attachment to the fiery orange cloud we are leaving behind. These new colors feel familiar, and they are beautiful, too, twisting ahead of us like a long, sloping tunnel. Once I grow interested in the beaded colors I can see each individual gradation, and they look like emerald and blue jewels. 
I feel his approval, and again, a near-relief.
Where are we going? I ask.
I want you to see that you can be anywhere, he says. With anyone.
We emerge out into a new night sky.
It is less silent here, but in a way I can’t describe, not even to myself. There is a faint busyness here, like the hum of very soft static.
I make out the familiar outline of Earth, and realize in wonder that this is the source of the familiarity I feel. It is also the source of that quiet hum.
But Earth here is not Earth as I’ve ever seen it. 
Light beings streak and hover over the shining sphere of the planet. They cluster over continents, attach themselves to other beings both lower and higher in the atmosphere. They attach themselves to land masses and cities and even oceans and sky. 
The Pyramid hovers like a shadow over the largest concentration of lights.
It is huge here.
Even as I begin to stare at it, he steers my attention firmly back to him.
Your interest in them is natural, he says. But it is too soon.
Again, I don’t understand. 
He feels my confusion.
...It is possible to go more directly to the thing or place you seek, he explains, still keeping my attention focused on him, and away from that bright cage of Pyramid-shaped light. I thought you should see where you are, first. 
He pauses then, polite.
...Do you have any questions?
I laugh. I can’t help it.
We descend through clouds, aiming for the surface of that light-filled world. As we begin to speed up, vertigo hits me for real, tinged now with an edge of exhilaration. We pass through a layer of rough, exploding light which I realize lives at the edge of the atmosphere. Fires spark my body like solar flares, then curl and diminish, leaving the landscape to unfurl below, enmeshed with a far denser intricacy of fine, colored threads. As we pass through them one by one, I feel connections between people and other beings, feel the warm pulse of life, the mix of vibration...and feel a liquid surge of delight.
You do remember.
His light is all warmth again, relief mixed with else...a familiarity that is personal, that borders on affection.
I know this should probably unnerve me, but it only makes me smile here.
North America grows larger.
We descend towards the west coast, then California. I laugh as San Francisco appears in a shower of sunlight over fog-blanketed hills and suspension bridges covered in cars. The steel skyscrapers and brightly-colored homes grow larger, more diverse. The glittering bay shimmers a pale gold with the light bodies of plants and fish, darker near the marinas and docks, lighter again at the gates of the open ocean. It is breathtaking. Stunning.
Yes, he agrees. It is still quite pretty.
I pause on his qualifier, then let it go.
Now the lights of people dominate, but I see every other living being as well; I am shocked by the variety of them, their different colors and vibrations.
Hawks, blue jays and sparrows wing by. I see dogs running down the street, their outlines discernible through a blur of amiable light. Flies and gnats and ladybugs are pale dots; worms, cats, moles, snakes, squirrels, raccoons, rats, fleas, butterflies, trees, flowers, ants, gophers, beetles...they all flicker and shine separately yet remain connected in the overall matrix of light and vibration on the ground. Whatever I focus on encompasses my view, until I can feel each individual light, until it vibrates slightly with my own.
Then I start to see them, moving among the clusters of blurred human lights.
...They are everywhere.
Chiseled outlines like the man beside me are present in nearly one in five collections of humans. Some walk in their own clusters, five or six or even ten of them together, speaking to one another animatedly, showing the faint outline of business suits and blue jeans, T-shirts and name brand coats. Just as often, I see them alone, or with groups of blob-like humans. 
I see seers attached to humans by the geometrical shapes that rise above their heads. It’s not hard to see that the communication isn’t equal; instead, it’s more like ventriloquist and wooden dummy. In some places, two or three seers control the humans in an entire building. A kind of horror takes over as I see more and more seers controlling humans in this way.
So many, I say. How did they all get past the Sweeps? Past SCARB?
He senses my fear, and his light grows cautious.
SCARB isn’t interested in controlling all seers, he tells me. Only those who are not owned. They are also not officially aware of the Rooks, who are quite good at infiltrating human hierarchies, including SCARB itself. Many of these seers you see are owned. Many are also Rooks, albeit low-levels ones for the most part, non-infiltrators. It is in the interests of both human and seer governments to keep this reality from civilians.
Wait, I send. You’re saying human governments—
Yes, he says, emitting a shrug. Does this really surprise you? Although, as I said, even they do not know the extent of it. Some know this situation isn’t tenable. There is a sort of ‘cold war’ happening between the seers and the humans on many levels.
I don’t answer him for a moment.
Shrugging. he adds, There are more seers here than you see now, Allie. Those with the skill and inclination can eliminate their frequency from regular perception in the Barrier, mainly through blending with the lights that make up their environment.
Another thought trickles in, one that has already occurred to me.
They cannot see us, Allie. At least not in a regular scan. I am shielding us. Therefore, they would have to know where they were looking. There are ways to track anyone, of course...
I stare down, trying to count them.
It is impossible.
Seers have only three real options, he tells me next. We can live with the Seven in seclusion, and according to their holy precepts. It is not a bad life, but it is not for all seers, just as it would not be for all humans to live as monks. The second option we have is to be owned...to sell our sight to humans. It provides some freedoms, providing one is skilled and has an employer who is fair. But it is risky...a kind of voluntary slavery. 
He adds, The third option we have is to join the Rooks...or ‘the Org,’ as they call themselves. They are an underground network of seers with an anti-human agenda.
Which are you? I say, unthinking.
After a pause that lets me know that the question is, indeed, rude, he says, Presently, I am all but the third.
I watch a cluster of seers toy with a crowd of humans, changing their emotions back and forth like ocean currents. I feel their laughter as we pass.
They are no more dangerous than humans, he says, a little defensively that time. There are mature elements, and less mature. Kind, and less kind. Thinking, he shrugs. Some are bitter about being enslaved, of course...
I stare at him. No more dangerous than humans?
Well, perhaps that is an exaggeration.
You think? I burst out. What are you all doing here?
Surprise and anger flare his light.
What do you mean? We live here! The same as you!
I refocus on the seer lights, fighting back more words.
Those lights come in all of the colors of the Barrier, textures ranging from smooth as milk to jagged electric sparks. I notice they differ far more from one another than the lights of the humans, which all seem to occupy roughly the same spectrum of gray. The seers are chameleons, changing their skin from contact with one another and threads of light through which they pass.
Yet, somehow, they are more solidly individual than I can express.
I feel my companion’s light change subtly and...
We are in another part of the city.
The building feels familiar as we pass its dim walls. 
Then I am staring at the glowing hands of a Betty Boop clock on the wall near the ceiling and it hits me that I am in the diner where I work...worked...did work. I watch human, blob-like forms move through a catacomb of vinyl booths. Still, I know these blobs somehow. After I concentrate a little harder, I recognize Sasquatch the cook, Cory behind the bar. 
I try to determine if any of the light blobs are Cass––
To learn a place or thing from another’s light...this is called imprinting, Esteemed Bridge, he tells me. I took this one from you.
I look down. My light-feet are standing in a man’s plate of ham and eggs. He eats through my ankles, but I feel his light fingers and tongue and jerk away, repulsed. My companion grabs my light arm before I can float across the room.
I am what is called an infiltrator, he says. A seer trained to find things behind the Barrier. It is a trade, one that is learned, often at a young age.
A spy? I venture.
He doesn’t like this, I can tell.
Still, he shrugs it off.
A human equivalent might be espionage, he sends after a pause. It is how my human employer sees it, certainly. For a Rook, the designation of espionage is more accurate. They do not follow Code and operate under a quasi-military structure, as you see reflected in the spatial representation of their network of seers. 
At my bewilderment, he adds,
...the Pyramid.
I am back to looking around the diner.
I don’t understand, I say. How are we here?
Resonance, he sends. It is what we seers do. We resonate with things. Everything has a vibration. Every person, every place, every event. You can see a past event if you can recall its imprint, or if you resonate strongly enough with someone who was present. The future is more difficult. His light body emits a shrug. ...For obvious reasons. Even in the present, imprints change. People change, seers more than humans, although usually not enough to fool an experienced tracker.
His light sparks, hardening and softening in waves.
There are exceptions, he adds. These things are very complicated in terms of functionality, Alyson, but the principle is simple. Resonance means things that have the same vibration are drawn to one another. Everything in the Barrier operates thus.
But what is this? I ask, waving a light hand over the diner. Are we on Earth? Or not?
Yes, he sends at once. ...And no. Reacting to my exasperation, he adds, It is a level of the Barrier. The Barrier is not material. ‘Where’ has a different meaning here. It is closer to ‘what.’ But we are close to the ‘what’ of Earth. Here, its ‘where’ is less important.
When I want to argue, he cuts me off.
Simply grasp the basics for now. Your consciousness must learn to split in order to grasp it fully, Esteemed Bridge. All seers must learn to be in two places at once...to hold two views of reality at once. It is normal for us.
Without waiting for my reaction, he changes the tenor of his thoughts, making them a near warning.
One other thing, he continues, hovering over a family dining on hamburgers. And this is important. While it is true that the Barrier is where we seers have the most power, it is also the place we are most vulnerable. When you operate outside of the Barrier, you are invisible here, Allie. Powerless, like a human...but untraceable. Inside, you can be attacked.
I don’t know what this means, but fear ripples my light. I look around, half expecting to get smacked out of nowhere.
I hear Revik sigh. I can tell I’m taxing whatever levels of patience he possesses. He turns his attention to the blurred human lights, and for an instant, I see through his eyes, an eagle’s view of all humans, everywhere.
It strikes me that really there aren’t so many seers, after all.
We have been around for much longer than humans generally believe, he says. In our mythology, humans are the third race. The first is Elaerian...the second Sarhacienne, or Sark, which is us. The third is human. Each race is said to destroy itself at a certain point in its evolutionary cycle, as a means of moving to the next level. Elaerian, the first race, no longer exist outside of the Barrier.
His light turns wistful before he focuses it back on me.
Sarhacienne means “Second” in the seer tongue, he continues. What humans believe to be their earliest civilizations were mainly the remnants of ours. Egypt. Mesopotamia. Even parts of the Americas and Europe. It is said we did not have sight before the Second Displacement.
He gazes over the sea of humans, sighs.
We did not notice at first when humans began to appear among the animals. According to our mythology, they arose from the air. Which could mean space...or sky.
I am trying to follow his words, but am lost in the images he sends me...white stone cities rising and crumbling to dust, chanting seers in caves high in the mountains, the strange, water-like Elaerian with giant glowing eyes and beautiful laughing faces.
We believe a third Displacement is coming, he sends.
Red starbursts color my light veins, changing them to a deeper scarlet. The diner starts to shimmer like smoke, then fade...
...When fingers abruptly clasp my light wrist.
He enfolds my body with his, and in no time at all, he is all I feel. The diner reemerges, the blobs of human light, the plastic cat crouching by the cash register on the counter. 
Even after it all comes back, he doesn’t let go of me.
What happened? he asks.
You’re kidding, right?
How would I know?
Emotions change your frequency. He is upset, which startles me. You must be calm when you are in the Barrier, Esteemed Bridge! Calm!
I’m sorry, I say, more out of confusion than knowing why.
Do not be sorry...do as I say!
His fear still sparks through my light body. I send calm to him, somehow...I can tell it startles him, but it affects him, too, enough that he lets me in. Eventually, I feel his light growing still once more. I can feel him controlling it again, however he controlled such things.
Dangerous how? I ask him then.
He sighs, but he still doesn’t pull away from me.
The Rooks are looking for you, he tells me. They would send many seers after us. More than I could handle.
So they really want me dead? These Rooks?
He hesitates. Yes. He pauses. ...Or with them.
With them? I think about this, remembering Terian’s words. And that would be bad?
We should not talk about this here, Allie.
I look around the diner, then ask anyway. So what is a Rook exactly? Just a renegade seer? Not one of the Seven? Or do they hunt humans?
He looks at me, his light once more a pale blue.
They are the enemy, he sends simply.
 



 
6
TERIAN
 
 
The corpse of a man who died in his early twenties lay with artistic precision on a stainless steel table.
Clear tubes protruded from his throat, from veins in his arms, legs, his stomach. He was additionally fitted with several color-coded sets of electrodes that dotted patches of his bare skin, a computerized headband and the more conventional saline I.V. The organic-looking headband with its soft, skin-like texture blinked rhythmically, the only light not coming from one of the four monitors that dominated the walls of the bone-white room.
A technician adjusted settings on a rolling console beside the steel table, utilizing a standard interface and keyboard that projected data and findings to one of those thin screens that covered a portion of the organic-coated wall. Fluid coursing through the clear tubes disappeared into the same wall, changing color subtly soon after each adjustment the technician made. Temple electrodes on the corpse’s head flashed a dark blue once the fluid stabilized, signaling that another piece of the organic end of the transfer had been completed.
Fogged pupils stared blindly at the ceiling, irises and whites the same milky gray. As the tubes carried the genetic virus to their host, the eyes changed to an opaque yellow, the color of daffodils...or strong urine, the technician thought.
Over time, that yellow began to brighten.
The skin looked different as well, not flushing with life exactly, not yet, but somehow less...dead. That much took twelve hours.
It would have taken longer, but the body had been prepped well in advance.
Day one came and went. The technician’s boss came to the room, several hours past the first signs of change. An older woman, she checked the readouts on the monitor, made more and infinitely more subtle adjustments before nodding a stiff approval to the junior tech, who watched her every move in undisguised tension.
“Now,” the woman doctor said. She had the barest hint of a German accent. “Now, we wait.”
 

 
Terian lay entirely still.
His new body’s only hint at motion lived in an elusive attempt to focus his eyes.
New eyes...to him at least...they looked out from the foreign planes of an unfamiliar face. His face, although he hadn’t gotten a good look at it, yet. Terian gazed up at a flat, dead ceiling, wishing he’d thought to have them enhance the view. Bone-colored, white with just the barest depth of yellow, the dull shimmers of the organics weren’t enough to distract him.
He would have them put a fifth monitor there, for next time.
The basics of his probable situation filtered into his awareness.
A period of adjustment always awaited him on the other side; he should be used to it by now, but the very nature of the change made familiarity with its workings impossible, at least in those first, virginal moments. To ease his confusion, Terian had imparted a program into the transfer process itself that reminded him of the fact of his death and rebirth, even before bringing him fully awake. The disorientation would not desist entirely until that process was complete, however—which, despite its temporal insignificance, took no small amount of time to Terian’s subjective mind.
He hated the quiet.
He disliked the emptiness that lay between states of active consciousness. While every death remained unique from the one before, all instances shared certain similarities in physical sensation and mundane forms of psychological stress.
In the beginning, silence always met him.
Therefore, whatever the desirability of said state, the most intelligent course of action lay in accepting this fact with some attempt at grace...even introspection.
Philosophical musings should accompany death, he thought, no matter how temporary. Death, like life, should not be viewed as being without consequence. This mental ritual contained a vestigial superstition and yet, Terian liked the idea of being appreciative of his own ample gifts, particularly those of his mind and character.
Gradually, memory began its stealthy return, too.
Pieces of his past filtered through Terian’s consciousness like leaves falling in cold wind. Some stuck, eliminating gaps.
Technically, all of his memories had been connected to this new body since the raw technique of transfer, but with every body came a new set of nonphysical structures, a combination of Terian’s mind and the mind of whomever’s body he now wore. Gaps remained while his aleimi relearned pathways to access the material world.
More time passed.
He applied pressure to the process of his rebirth, trying to access his previous body’s final moments. This early remembering took work, mainly in the form of separating his own, multi-life memories from those of the body he now wore...which of course carried only one mortal life’s worth. Well, really, not even that.
Terian liked his bodies young.
When they finally surfaced, the images and sensations came with no warning, a movie that began and ended without prompt or fanfare. A shadow rose from the dark; Terian heard the sound of another’s stressed breathing. The touch of wet fingers flattened his forehead, grinding his head into soaked ground littered with pebbles and sharp leaves. He saw a dull flash of jagged metal, felt a shocking splash of warmth on his neck and face.
Dehgoies Revik. Of course.
If he could have, Terian would have chuckled. His friend was perhaps not so changed after all. Perhaps there was still a lot of the old Revi’ in him, even now.
Terian should have brought more than one body.
As he thought it, a shadow fell over him, blocking the white, pock-marked ceiling.
“Sir?” a voice said. “It is too soon. You must rest.”
Fatigue encumbered him, a stress borne of birthing, of straining back to life...even as drugs aided his return to a blissfully dreamless sleep.
 

 
Does he remember? a familiar voice said over him.
Terian cannot open his eyes.
He floats over himself, watching as they speak within his mind like it were a conference room on one of Galaith’s many private planes. Terian hovers there, listens.
He remembers his death, she comments.
It was Dehgoies, was it not?
Her thoughts turn affirmative. The images we’ve pulled indicate that is probable. Would you like to see?
The other’s light indicates yes.
She plays the memories, as one plays a film excerpt, or a video from television.
Ah. The voice sighs as its owner watches, but the emotion behind it feels complex, a flavor of pride mixed with regret. His words remain all business. Are you checking for anomalies each time our Terian returns to a new body? Each and every time, Xarethe...no exceptions?
Yes, she says, her voice stiffly certain. He is not resurrected without a thorough examination, father Galaith. There are no anomalies. No irregularities of any kind. 
There is another silence while he thinks about her words.
She breaks it, her voice cautious that time.
Sir, if you don’t mind my asking. Dehgoies. Is it strictly necessary that he—
I do mind, Xarethe, Galaith’s voice holds the faintest of warnings. Ensure that our friend Terian remains stable, happy and free of any disturbing thoughts with which any good and loyal friend of mine should not be burdened. And ask him to contact me as soon as he is able...
Of course, she sends.
...As she speaks, the voices begin to fade from Terian’s hearing, drifting from his consciousness like a boat blown further and further away by a cool breeze.
 

 
The next time he woke, the old doctor was there in person, bent over the main monitor.
How long have I been out? he sent to her.
She made a few final adjustments before she glanced down at him, smiling. “Approximately thirty-two hours in total, brother.”
Terian blinked, tried to move his jaw. It remained sore.
Tracking has continued? he sent.
“Of course.”
How many?
“Three squads. And we have utilized the human media.”
Where is he now? he sent. Dehgoies.
“We are still compiling the last set of memories,” Xarethe said, rather than answering him. When she looked over next, she smiled. “Your diligence is noteworthy, brother. But your recent imprints of his light will have to be collated before we will have a realtime track. Until then, the usual channels are being utilized.”
So you haven’t found him. Terian stared at the ceiling. Did anyone recover the body? ...My body, he clarified.
“Of course. The team is already working on it, brother. Estimate 141 days minimum to clone and reconstruct.” The old doctor sat in a chair beside the bed, looking oddly anachronistic as she squinted at readouts over cat-shaped bifocals. “Full re-load in 167 days.” She smiled at him again, taking the glasses off her veined nose, exposing pressure marks from the frames. “You won’t be disappointed, Terry.”
Is this one a temp? Terian sent. I don’t remember it.
“A temp,” the woman said. “Yes.” She smiled at him in a grandmotherly way. “Would you like the same personality structure as the body he killed? It is no trouble at all. I have the base characteristics loaded now.”
What’s available?
“This is a seer’s body, so you have access to that biology and the requisite skills—”
Intelligence? Problem-solving? Can I boost them at all?
The doctor made a low clucking sound, a modulation of the sharper, more aggressive clicking common among seers.
“There are limits, Terry. You are fairly well dispersed right now.”
I can’t lose any of the others?
The old woman chuckled, even as she gave him a sharper look. “All are on assignment, Mein Herr. If you remember, you are using a significant amount of your problem-solving skills with body number nine already.”
Terian frowned inside his mind, staring up at the ceiling.
He could see no solution, and it bothered him.
The doctor offered, “I can add creativity. A slight warning...it would be associated with a form of sociopathy that can be a bit unstable.”
Terian didn’t hesitate. Do it, he sent. If he could have moved his lips to smile, he would have. And if he kills me again, I’ll blame you this time, Xarethe.
She smiled, but when she turned that time, her eyes were hard as glass.
“Whatever story keeps you hard at work, my fragmented little friend.” Rising to her feet, she adjusted her glasses back on her nose, peering again at the machine. “I may have some words for you, at that, if you ruin another of my bodies so quickly.” 
She glanced down over the bifocals, giving him a harder stare.
“I will deny I said this,” she said. “But do us all a favor, Terry. Kill that son of a bitch already. I am tired of this cat and mouse game with him.”
Terian’s lips twitched in humor.
I don’t think that would go over well with the big boss. His face creased painfully with another attempt at a smile. I would have liked to see you in your prime, Xarethe...
The old seer looked at him, and for an instant, her eyes flashed a hard white, her lids falling to half-mast, until they appeared almost reptilian.
No, she told him. ...You wouldn’t.
 



 
7
ESCAPE
 
 
I stared out the dirty window of the bottle-green Plymouth, watching trees and rocky coastline slide by, now broken by low-hanging clouds and fog. We were still on Highway 1, nearing where it merged with 101, not far from the Oregon border.
I hadn’t been on this stretch of road since I was a kid.
What took minutes on Highway 5, or even 101 North from San Francisco to Eureka, took hours along Highway 1, making the twisting two-lane road hugging the jagged coastline feel endless. But Revik wanted us off the main highway, at least until we crossed state lines.
Even within seaside towns, he took side streets, avoiding the main “strips,” if they could be called that in towns that maybe had four bars, a salt-eaten motel, a greasy spoon, a church, a head shop and one drive-through coffee stand.
Somewhere near Fort Bragg, he uncuffed me from the door.
I suppose I should’ve been grateful for that, but as my hands and ankles remained bound, my gratitude was limited. I watched the sun slink into the Pacific as pelicans skimmed by, beating long wingspans.
I felt him looking at me.
When he didn’t stop after a few minutes, I exhaled sharply, facing him.
“What?”
He turned the worn, leather-wrapped wheel of the Plymouth, sliding onto the main street of another seaside village whose name I didn’t know. We passed a few bars and an auto shop. His pale eyes shone in the neon signs as night approached.
“We are low on gas. Can I trust you?”
“Dehgo...whatever your name is...”
“Revik.”
“Right. Are you going to tell me? What that guy meant about me ending the world?”
He exhaled. “Terian was trying to unbalance you. But it is true that they...” He amended, “...We believe you to be someone important.”
“Important how?”
“Allie, can I trust you, if I—”
“Revik, important how?”
Clicking to himself, he pulled into a nearby Arco station.
Stopping in front of a pump, he turned off the ignition. When an attendant walked right up to the window, I realized with some surprise that we must be in Oregon already. Revik rolled down the window, which stuck a few times. He gave me a last warning glance.
“Hey! Cool car, man! What can she do on the freeway...?”
The boy’s words trailed, just before his eyes filmed over.
Revik sat up to tug the money clip from his back pocket, handing through a few bills of paper currency to the kid attendant. I noticed the attendant’s eyes didn’t look at me as he took the folded paper. They also didn’t glance at the rust-colored stains on Revik’s shirt, or the slash of the same on his pale neck.
“Revik...”
Frowning, he glanced at me, then at the rearview mirror.
I watched as he licked his fingers, rubbing at the dark stain on his neck. Then he leaned over my lap and pulled open the glove box. Taking out an oil rag, he poured some water in it from a plastic bottle and rubbed it over his neck, erasing the mark completely.
“Where did you get this car anyway?” I said. “Speaking of cool cars.”
“I stole it.”
I felt my jaw tighten a little, but truthfully, I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting for an answer. Looking back at the minimart attached to the gas station, I only nodded. 
“Revik, I’m hungry. I’m thirsty, too.” 
Instead of answering, he handed me the half-full water bottle.
I tilted it over my mouth, drinking.
His tone remained neutral. “Like I told you...historical periods have beginnings, middles and ends,” he said. “At the end, the dominant species has an opportunity to evolve...in several possible directions. We seers call these opportunities Displacements.” 
In the mirrors, he watched the boy hook the pump to the tank. His fingers gripped the wheel when he looked back at me, his skin a greenish-white in the florescent light.
“In some human mythology, this is called ‘Apocalypse,’” he added, his pale irises reflecting that same green light. “Do you know this word?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. I might have heard it on one or two heavy metal albums.” I watched the blond kid in the dingy overalls enter the convenience store. He walked to one of the coolers in the back, pulled out a large bottle of water.
“...So you understand,” Revik said. “This will, of necessity, affect all of the species, not just humans. The elders have seen signs of the human Displacement approaching. Some of these signs relate to developments in the natural world. Others have to do with—”
“Okay,” I said, still watching the boy. “...So you’re paranoid. What does any of that have to do with me?” I watched the blond kid pull two plastic-sealed sandwiches out of a cooler, two apples, a bag of chips...
“Burrito,” I blurted. “Get me a frozen burrito...he can throw it in the microwave, right?”
A hint of revulsion grew visible in the set of Revik’s mouth, but when I looked back at the store, the blond kid was stuffing a plastic-covered burrito into a industrial microwave and twisting the grease-covered dial.
When I glanced over, Revik was watching me again, his eyes narrow.
He said, “The Bridge ushers in the Displacement. They are the catalyst. They are also what we call an intermediary being...one of the first. Historically, they gather three friends—”
“Let me guess...the four of us, we all ride horses, right?” I propped my cuffed hands on the armrest. “I do read, you know.”
I leaned my head on the glass of the passenger side window. Glancing in the side mirror, I winced. I looked like I’d escaped from a mental hospital, then got beaten up and thrown in a dumpster. When I looked over, I saw him watching me again, his expression wary.
“Trust me to attract crazies even among the seers,” I said. “...Jon will love this.”
Looking away finally, Revik rolled down his window, accepting the receipt from the blond in the dirty coveralls. The blue and white patch on his breast labeled him “Jerry.” Jerry handed a paper bag through the window that Revik immediately placed on my lap, where its warmth soaked through my waitressing uniform skirt.
“The Bridge is the catalyst,” Revik repeated, like I hadn’t spoken. “They have their place, and their purpose...just like any of the intermediary beings.” He turned the key in the ignition, and the GTX’s engine rumbled back to life. “You need to understand your importance. Not in terms of ego, but of role. It is a responsibility, Allie.”
I looked up from the bag. “So, just to be clear. You're saying I am going to end the world...at least as we know it. And that this is a job that I should take seriously...and do really, really well.” Shaking my head a little, I smirked at him. “Did I get that right...Revik?”
I watched him think. “Yes,” he said. “That is right. Simplistic, but ultimately correct.” Before I could speak, or even laugh, I saw his eyes click back into focus. “You will meet Vash. Then you will understand.”
“Did you just read my mind?” I said.
“Yes.”
“Is that absolutely fucking necessary?” I said.
He thought about this also, glancing at me.
“Yes,” he said.
 

 
I stand on a high building above a smoky city.
An angular, steel and glass structure shaped like a square reaches up on two legs from the edges of the skyline in front of me, barely visible through a veil of smog and smoke drifting near the ground in the pre-dawn light. Beyond that oddly-shaped building, more skyscrapers reach up like jagged teeth, stretching in rows as far as I can see. A low building made of watery glass, bulging shades of blue-green and blue-white, like giant raindrops, crouches incongruously in all of that smoke, an artificial world that looks better suited to the bottom of the ocean.
Already, lights are coming on, even though the sun isn’t yet above the horizon.
People emerge from tall buildings and single-dwelling homes with briefcases and backpacks. Some of them jump on bicycles or mopeds, or patiently wait for buses and trains, drinking hot drinks and reading feed marquees. The whisper of car horns grows audible as others crawl along a jam-packed freeway, fighting to get downtown. 
I recognize this skyline, but I’ve never been here.
I’ve seen it on the feeds.
Even as I search for landmarks, sound erupts over the horizon, followed by a silence so profound the city’s heart stops beating.
Trails of smoke follow bullet-like shapes over a curve of amber sky.
Then...the wailing sirens start up for real.
White streaks of light multiply to the increasing pitch of air raid horns.
I watch, my breath caught, as people stand like penguins staring at the sun. The first missile hits, creates a shock wave of smoke, then a rapidly blooming mushroom cloud that looms over every building. The sky goes from amber to pink to red even as, in the distance, another missile kicks up an even larger cloud of dust, forming a second, blood-red pillar of smoke.
Another hits, then another.
One crashes through a leg of the upright square, another flattens the watery glass structure and I hear the scream of metal as it rips through steel, just before—
 

 
I jerked awake.
My face hurt from being ground into a wrinkle in the cloth seat. Drool connected my lips to the cushion until I raised my cuffed hands, wiping my mouth clumsily with my fingers.
Gazing through a dirty window at the pre-dawn light, I felt my heart clench. 
But this was no smoke-drenched city of auto-rickshaws, bicycles and millions of Chinese. All I saw was pale blue sky above a low horizon of two-story Craftsman homes. Our car was the only one I could see in an empty parking lot before it transitioned back to the main road. I glimpsed ocean through the trunks of trees on the other side of that same road, broken by more houses on a street that sloped downwards, probably leading eventually to the beach itself. A seagull sat on a dimming orange parking lot light, stabbing at something with its beak that it held between its toes.
Next to me, he shifted position, drawing my eyes.
His long body stretched across the driver’s seat, his head and neck cramped in the crack by the driver’s side door. Despite the awkward angle of his body, he was asleep.
His face, even his hands lay open as he breathed.
I watched him sleep, and that inexplicable nausea I’d felt around him in the park returned. It rose and crested...then started to recede when I felt a returning pull from him, like a slow tugging below the navel that brought heat, along with another wave of that discomfort. I clutched my belly in reflex, then pressed my hand to the middle of my chest, rubbing the spot there, even as he shifted his weight uncomfortably, lowering a hand to rest on his thigh.
When that feeling didn’t lessen, a soft sound left his throat.
I waited to see if he would wake. When he didn’t, I let out my held breath.
Quietly, I bent forward, testing the binders on my ankles.
The hard plastic had already cut into my skin. I tugged on the ring anyway, feeling the connecting points for how to unlock the plastic knot. I fumbled with the end, realized a key fit in there, a small one.
I opened the glove box, moving papers and the oil rag as quietly as I could, looking for something sharp, but all I found was a broken pen that leaked ink, a used up book of matches and a condom so old the wrapper had cracked in the heat of the engine. I felt around under the seat, looking for anything that might saw through the thick plastic.
“Does it hurt?”
I jerked back, slamming my head into the open glove box lid. When I glanced up, rubbing my head, his pale eyes shone orange in the streetlights.
“Do you sleep?” I said.
He didn’t answer, but leaned forward, reaching into his back pocket.
My eyes followed his hands as he pulled out a rectangular piece of featureless, black metal. He unfolded the blade housed inside and before I could fully absorb the reality of the knife, he bent to my ankles. Without warning the hint of nausea leapt. 
Holding the plastic off my skin, he cut through it with a single tug.
I was still reacting to the relief of that pressure being gone when he pulled off the hard coil, letting it drop to the floor of the car. Once he had, he traced the red line on my ankle with his finger. When he did, the nausea surged, catching me off-guard.
Swallowing, I looked away.
“Is it all right?” His voice was gruff.
“Yeah.” I drew my feet away from his fingers. “Thanks.”
“I should have taken it off,” he said.
“It’s fine. Forget it.”
I watched him look at me.
As I did, I couldn’t help but remember what he was. Even in early adolescence, all I’d ever heard about seers was that they had, well, issues with sex...that they were born with abnormally high sex drives, that the males would rape or manipulate women into sleeping with them, that the females couldn’t say no to anyone, no matter who they were. I always figured it was b.s., a way to scare girls off the males at least. 
Looking at him now, though, I wondered.
There was definitely something different about his sexuality...an added component of some kind. Whatever it was, there seemed to be a lot of it.
Averting his eyes, he sank back in his seat. After he refolded the knife and replaced it in his back pocket, he shoved his hand in his front pocket, extracting the keys.
“Did you sleep?” I said. “Or were you faking before?”
Ignoring me, he started the car, gunning it slightly to blow out the exhaust. “Are you hungry?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Can I call my mom?”
The look in his eyes flattened. “No.”
He put the car in gear. The wheels crunched through gravel and garbage as he drove to the edge of the parking lot. We bumped over the low curb as he pulled onto the road.
“Where are we?” I said.
“Washington.”
“Washington? What happened to Oregon?”
“You slept through Oregon. I took us to the main highway.”
I gazed out at the gray-looking town, feeling my stomach start to cramp. “Why?” I said finally.
“I wanted to make some time. There is a safe house in Seattle. I thought—”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Why can’t I call my mother?”
His fingers tightened on the steering wheel.
“Say I believe you,” I said. “Say I believe some of it, anyway. Why can’t I call my mom, tell her I’m okay?”
He shook his head. “The Rooks will have infiltrators with your people by now.”
It took another few seconds for his words to penetrate.
“My people?” I said.
Not seeming to notice my stressed tone, he nodded, once. “They will use them to gather imprints on you. To track you.” He pointed to a sign with missing marquee letters. “...I could get us food there.”
I stared at him, my mouth ajar. My voice rose. “Use them? To track me? How does that work, exactly?”
He focused on a field beside the road, a stretch of sharply green, waving grasses dotted with wildflowers where cows grazed in the early morning light.
“Revik!”
My tone jerked his eyes over. His fingers tightened reflexively on the steering wheel.
“What does that mean?” I said. “Are they going to hurt my mom? My friends?”
After a flat beat of time, he looked back out the window.
“All right,” he said. “We will eat later.”
He turned onto the ramp for Highway 5 North. The Plymouth made a growling noise as he accelerated from the base of the hill.
In my defense, I didn’t actually know I was going to do it.
I didn’t plan it, which is probably why he didn’t look over until I already had my fingers on the handle of the car door.
By the time he lunged, I was in mid-motion.
My weight followed with a hard lurch as my fingers snapped the latch.
His foot slipped on the clutch...he miscalculated where he aimed his hand as a result, snatching at the edge of my ripped shirt, getting the blanket instead. I slid off the seat and into cold rushing air as the blanket unraveled around me...
There was a silence.
In it, I felt free, an odd rush of joy...
Then my body smashed inelegantly into the ground.
I hit, bounced, rolled, scraping arms and elbows and face as I tumbled down a rock and weed and garbage-strewn slope beneath the ramp.
My cuffed wrists smacked against my chest, then my face. I finally used them to slow my fall, digging the metal rings into the dirt as I slid on my stomach, my legs partly splayed. Coughing gravel dust and dirt, I stumbled drunkenly to my feet at the bottom, my ankles still stinging from the plastic bindings. Somehow I felt that more than the pain of the fall itself. Brushing bits of rock off my forearms and knees, I limped barefoot towards the main road.
On the ramp above, the GTX had come squealing to a stop.
Another car slammed it from behind, knocking it further into the middle of the ramp. Cars careened into angled stops in a rough line behind the first, and promptly began to honk.
Revik got out. Ignoring the other drivers, he walked to the edge of the ramp and looked down at me. A young guy in a stained shirt and cap got out of a rusted pickup and started walking towards the Plymouth.
“He’s a seer!” I screamed, pointing at Revik. “He kidnapped me!”
Revik stared down at me, his pale eyes hard.
The guy in the cap looked at me, then at Revik. His voice rose in excitement. “Call the cops, someone! Terrorist! Bona fide terrorist here! Call 911!”
Revik turned his head.
The boy with the stained baseball cap stopped in his tracks.
His face went into a childlike slump. After the barest pause, he turned around and walked back to his truck. He climbed into the cab and sat there without moving, not even honking. The two other people who’d gotten out of their cars also returned to them obediently.
Did you really think it would be that easy?
I jerked my eyes back to Revik, feeling my breath stop.
You know so much about seers, after all...
He was angry.
Really damned angry.
My throat constricted as I took in the expression on his face. I hadn’t been afraid of him before. I probably should have been, but I hadn’t been, not really. I was genuinely terrified of what I felt off him now, even as my physical vision slanted out, replaced by...
“Stay away from me!” I screamed.
 

 
...darkness, him flickering in and out, outlined in pale sky, shadowy and lean at the rise in the road, then stark in the negative, a brilliant light against indigo clouds. Dark gold meets red sparks through lines that make up his arms and chest.
I look at him and know I’m in the Barrier even as I take in his sharp, structured form.
I have barely wrapped my mind around this, when...
His arm surges with a fire-like light. 
The light brightens, turns blinding, right before it leaves his fingers. 
Before I can think what it might mean, the burst spins down upon me, aiming straight for me, like and I don’t think, don’t form a single conscious thought. 
Instead, I step aside, even as a part of me reaches up, takes the fire-like ball and sling-shots it back at him in one smooth, reflexive motion...
It bears down on him, fast. 
I stare, bewildered as I realize it’s going to hit him, that I just threw something at him, and I have no idea what it will do to him. Just before the fiery burst touches his outline, however, a white density of light materializes around him.
The burst hits the shield, glances off and dissipates.
It all happens so fast I barely take it in, and when it’s done I feel something off him, surprise, but with another feeling following close behind...not quite pleasure, but a sharp flicker of interest, like a part of him waking up. 
The predator raises its head, focuses on me intently, like a wolf meeting its own kind.
My eyes snap back into focus, and I see him in the physical again. His pale, light-filled eyes are watching me, and I see the predatory stare there, too.
“Hey!” I hold up a hand, panicking. “No! No! I didn’t mean it...”
He starts walking down the hill.
“Revik! Leave me alone! Please!”
He doesn’t slow his steps.
My fear bursts out as anger, panicking me, throwing me back and forth into that other place, so that his image flickers, positive to negative. “If you or any of your...” crazy friends has hurt Jon... “Or Cass, or my mom...” I swear to God... “I will kill you...!”
The predator’s interest flares again at my threat, but I feel him rein it in. 
His legs lengthen stride, and he is coming towards me faster now.
It is not safe, what you are doing. His light flashes back to gold, exuding reassurance, calm. You are calling attention to us behind the Barrier, Esteemed Bridge, which is dangerous to both of us. Walk to me, Allie. Before it is too late...
“Go to hell!” I back up in equal measure.
You are untrained, he warns. It is not safe...and I do not wish to hurt you.
“You’re a liar!”
He stops, as if listening to something far off. When he returns, the predator is gone.
Allie, I am not playing anymore! Come to me...now! There is no time!
The fear in his words disarms me, then confuses me.
Turning away from him altogether, I run, even as another negative image of him inside the Barrier fills my vision. Red and blue charges spark along his arms and legs, growing brighter. He throws another of those blindingly bright bolts at me, this one denser, and again I manage to sidestep it. Something above my head also reacts, pushing the bolt sideways. 
The second reflex feels weaker than the first, though, almost like a muscle atrophied from lack of use.
I stumble towards the road, stub my toe on a rock and half-fall, pick myself up. 
My limbs move muddily but I force them faster, fighting the rising sickness in my gut as his light reaches for mine, strangling some part of me I can’t see, making it hard to move. I make it to the road when the scene around me vanishes...replaced by dark blue clouds.
Blind, I try to manage my limbs, can’t.
Out of nowhere, a hard thud collides with the meat and bone of my physical body. Pain rockets up my leg, pools in the point of contact until...
I snapped out.
...and found myself staring into the chrome grill of a car, on my knees, holding my stomach. Nearby, a car door opened, and the sound is so loud it deafens me. I stared at the dotted dividing lines in the road, garnished with yellow reflectors.
“Get out of the road!” a man yelled at me.
A whisper of hope lifted my eyes.
And if you are the terrorist? the voice says. Will you still run to them to save you?
“Are you crazy, girl? Trying to kill yourself?”
Are you really so sure you’re not one of us?
Fear lurched me to my feet. My knees were bleeding but my first thought was that he was coming, that he was in my head, and even if he wanted to, this old man with the angry face and the bushy white eyebrows couldn’t save me.
I pushed past him, seeing his expression change as he took in my appearance, my hair matted with blood and dirt, my cut feet and hands, the ripped up waitress uniform and handcuffs. 
“Girl.” He called after me. “Hey...girl! Are you all right? Where are you going?”
I looked back, but not at him. 
The tall, black-haired seer had reached the bottom of the hill. He slid down the last of it on leather boots through dusty gravel and broken glass.
I ran, feeling each bare foot hit hard at the pavement. I darted into traffic, aiming for a nearby gas station, and again cars honked, swerved to avoid me, only now I tried to wave them down once more, too desperate to think about whether they could help me or not. 
I pounded on the hood of a red compact when it screeched to a stop.
“Help! I’m being kidnapped! Please, help me...!”
The woman inside stared up at me, wide-eyed.
“Please!” I screamed. “Get me out of here!”
The woman flinched, cowering behind the steering wheel.
I ran on. People on the sidewalk reacted slowly, staring as they realized something unusual was happening, something they probably shouldn’t ignore. Someone might have called the cops by then, but he was right, I couldn’t be sure if they’d come to help me or to take me away.
Then, before I could decide what to do next, he took me down.
 

 
He watches her from the Barrier, calculates how best to proceed.
He has frightened her, broken her trust with his honesty about the Rooks, or at least his refusal to lie. He is glad he chose to tell her less rather than more about them and the being, Terian, who Revik knows he did not really kill in San Francisco.
He does his best to shield her light, to keep her in her body, out of the Barrier.
When she runs into the street, he sees interest dawn on the faces of watching humans. It is too many for him to push. Worse, her light sparks in panicked waves that remind him that she is the Bridge, not just some fledgling seer with poor light control.
Although she is that, too.
When she starts pounding on car hoods, interrupting traffic, he splits his consciousness, leaving a lesser part to steer his physical body and jumping the rest out. 
His aleimi leaps ahead, flashing across the road’s meridian to knock her out of her body.
Like any fledgling, she cannot yet split herself...and collapses.
Revik checks his own physical body, sees it running across the road, dodging cars with only slightly slower reflexes. Then he sees the truck, and lands more of himself in the physical to speed his legs...
 

 
...Time lurched back, bringing him along its narrower lines.
The driver saw him and then her and slammed the truck’s brakes, careening cab and cargo to a slanted halt a few feet from them both. 
By then, Revik crouched over Allie, his arms outstretched, protecting her, his eyes glowing a pale white the human wouldn’t see.
The driver leaned his bulky form out the driver’s side window.
“Hey! Wiseass! Get your damned girlfriend out of the road, unless you want to scrape her off the pavement with a spatula!” He paused, looking down. “And put some clothes on her, while you’re at it! Where the hell do you think you’re doing, with the...”
Trailing, he took in Allie’s crumpled form.
Her handcuffed wrists had welts on them from the two days of driving, made worse by her fall down the hill. Her small hands folded together in a neat gesture of prayer. The ripped up uniform with its low-cut blouse and short skirt was now decorated with splotches of blood and caked in mud and dirt, as were her hair and feet. She had a bloody nose from hitting the pavement, fresh cuts and scratches from the fall and she looked pale, overly thin without her light. Looking at her, Revik realized she looked bad. Really bad.
He was struck again by how small she was physically.
She moaned as he thought it, and he felt his body react, so that he had separation pain to deal with on top of everything else.
“Help me,” she murmured. “Help...”
It was soft, but Revik heard it. He also saw the truck driver watching her moving lips. The man’s eyes widened, as he seemed to put two and two together.
“What the hell—”
“Police!” Revik said. He pulled a flip ID with badge from his pocket, miraged it into a local configuration from memory. “Stay in your vehicle! This woman is in my custody!”
Revik felt the worst of his tension dissipate as the man’s face calmed.
He had blundered, but he’d contained it. He felt other humans around him start to relax as well, as soon as they saw the badge and heard his words. She had gone from fleeing kidnap victim to suspect fleeing police custody. Even so, Revik knew he didn’t have a lot of time. He shoved the ID back in his pocket, gave another look around before he bent his knees, crouching down beside Allie. When he glanced up next, the truck driver looked almost blank.
Something about the expression there made Revik pause, however.
Then Revik saw the man’s eyes roll up in his head, flashing with a silver light.
Fuck. They were no longer alone.
Without waiting, Revik looked back at Allie, shoving his arms under her jointed limbs, lifting her ungracefully to his chest before he straightened abruptly to his feet. He saw the truck driver reach behind him as he completed the motion, glimpsed the wooden stock of a worn, pump-action shotgun. 
Seeing that much, he turned without wasting another breath.
He didn’t let himself feel, to second guess, or even think.
He gripped her tighter and ran, flat-out for the car.
 



 
8
FLIGHT
 
 
Revik sprinted down the sidewalk, holding me against his chest.
Unerringly rhythmic, his feet impacted the sidewalk as if he counted steps alongside his well-regulated breaths. He held me close, and that felt calculated too, as if he’d practiced with potato sacks approximating my weight. When he reached the gravel-strewn hillside, he barely paused before vaulting up the steep bank, sliding in its shale folds at each step but not stopping as he fought his way back up the steep slope.
I felt sick, dazed, unsure on which side I lived. 
It becomes clearer as images around me flash in negative...then the Pyramid is everywhere, all around us. Its silver threads shine like bright wires in rose-lit clouds. Tarnished silver entangles the lights of people I can see around us on the sleepy Washington street. 
Red eyes surround me, bodies made of wire...
Laughter brings my own gaze higher.
A face hovers below the Pyramid, and I recognize it as a ghostly version of the man from Golden Gate Park. His face morphs in Barrier wind, distorted by silver light. There is symmetry to those flickers of light, though, like film stuttering in a projector. The Pyramid’s shifting cells split and reconfigure, moving on gliding rails like a carnival fun house, and I feel sick from the motion. I feel both out of control and strangely suffocated under that crushing weight as it strangles my light, fighting to insert itself deeper into my mind.
I see you! Pretty bird! Do you know who carries you on such swift wings?
I feel my chest clench.
My mother calls me her bird. She has since I was a kid.
I feel Revik again, his arms around me, the steady beating in his chest. No one has ever felt so much like me. But the other presence feels me thinking that, too.
Terian’s laugh rises. I could tell you such stories about your new friend! Do you know what he used to like to do for fun?
Images start to coalesce, movies that start once I focus directly on them. They draw me in, until I want to see, until I cannot help but look. I feel Revik there, and I know a part of my fascination comes from him. He and Terian stand in a cell-like room with no windows or furniture. On the floor sprawls a young girl with blond hair and inhuman, gold eyes, a beautiful face and Revik is watching her, his own eyes hard, calculating.
The predator is there, but he lives in silver light—
A jarring contact met my head and back. I gasped.
Pain brought the physical world into focus.
Staring down at me is Revik’s sweaty face. His eyes are still glass shards, but the silver light is gone, and the predator is, too. Fear lives in his face instead, faint but visible. I realized then, where we were...where I was. He’d laid me roughly on the hood of the GTX. 
My back hit the protruding air vent on top, snapping me out, hard enough that I wondered if he’d done it on purpose.
Either way, the pain yanked me away from Terian’s mind.
I struggled to sit up as Revik walked to the rear of the car, opening the trunk with the keys and pulling out a black gym bag filled with something heavy. He reached inside the driver’s side window to unlock the door.
“Allie!” he said, jerking it open. “Now!”
I rolled over the top of the hood to the passenger side while he leaned over and opened my door from the inside. By the time I got in, he was already ripping open the black nylon bag, and it struck me that the line of cars behind us had resumed honking.
I watched Revik jam the key into the ignition, holding a gun against the steering wheel.
“Put on your seat belt!” he said.
I fumbled with the strap as the GTX’s engine rumbled to life, but I couldn’t quite work it with the handcuffs. Revik put the car in gear. Then a voice emerged above the sound of the car’s motor. It took me a second to realize it was real...that it wasn’t his, or something from inside the Barrier.
“What in the name of Mary’s tits...”
Jerking my head around, I forgot the seat belt and crouched down, looking past Revik and up through the driver’s side window. Two cops stood there. Behind them, a black and white slanted down the bank beside the fisherman’s truck. 
The cop who’d spoken stared at the gun in Revik’s hand.
“You got balls, buddy,” the second cop said, unholstering his sidearm. He raised the gun, aiming it at Revik’s face. “Now toss it out the window. Real slow.”
“Sleep,” Revik said. “Now.”
Both cops collapsed on the onramp without emitting a sound.
I sucked in a breath, shocked at the clean indifference of the act.
The one holding the gun wasn’t much older than me.
I didn’t have time to think about that, either, though. In the rearview mirror, I saw movement in the space by the fisherman’s truck. I turned my head right as another policeman emerged.
My voice burst out of me.
“Revik!” I yelled.
The third cop pulled his sidearm. I saw the brown eyes flash silver as he raised the gun.
“Seer!” I yelled.
“I know,” Revik growled.
His hand clamped roughly around the back of my neck, forcing me down past the bottom of the seat and under the windows. He took his foot off the brake in the same instant and the car lurched forward as the cop squeezed off his first round.
The sound of the shot seemed to come late, a second after the soft plink as the bullet went through the rear driver’s side window. I turned my head, staring at the hole in the upholstery until Revik shoved me down even further on the seat.
I crouched on the mat when I heard the GTX’s engine roar back to life.
I sat on the floor as Revik threw the car into reverse, slamming into the truck behind us. By then he had aimed the handgun and fired at cop number three. He hit him in the chest on the second shot, knocking him backwards into the police car so that the man’s arm and shoulder broke the passenger side window.
The cop’s partner emerged, firing wildly.
Screams erupted on the street. 
I peered over the edge of the window, watched people run and duck in fear, eyes wide, and for a moment, I see them through Revik’s eyes, a flock of birds scattering...then Revik swiveled the gun towards the fourth cop, narrowly missing the man’s head.
He stepped on the gas...
But his foot slipped.
The engine’s rev faded. 
Bewildered, I looked up, then saw Revik slumped in the seat as the car continued to roll. I froze, seeing his eyes glaze as the car veered towards the edge of the road. I threw myself up and into his lap, hauling the wheel to the left with my cuffed hands, trying to get my foot down to his, to keep the car from stalling, or worse, careening off the onramp and down that weed-choked slope onto the street below...
...when just as suddenly, he was back. 
I felt it just before he raised his head, jerking back into life.
The gun rested on his thigh, pointed at his feet from where he’d slumped in the cloth seat. He stared at my handcuffs in front of him where I gripped the steering wheel, blinking at them as if he didn’t know what they were. When I looked back at his face, his eyes narrowed on mine, and for an instant I saw the predator there again.
“Revik!” I screamed. “Snap out of it!”
His eyes clicked abruptly into focus.
Reaching around me, he caught hold of the wheel, gripping the gun where it had loosed in his fingers. Without looking over, he moved one arm long enough to push me out of his lap. 
He returned to the Barrier as he did it, and either I am too close, or something else drags me right along after him...
 

 
Revik hears Terian’s laugh before he locates him among the metallic bodies.
Terian throws another cluster-fuck of silver, spinning lights at Revik’s head once he does, a Barrier structure that makes the orange sleeper Revik lobbed at me earlier look like a blown kiss. Revik makes his energy flush with the background and disappears, something he can do even with a part of himself operating on the ground, and I wonder where I am, if I am with him in this space...but he melts sideways and reappears, too late for Terian to redirect.
The silver spinners disappear into the empty nothingness of Barrier space.
I’ll kill her, Revik tells Terian.
No, Terian says. You won’t. That’s the beauty with you, Dehgoies. By the end of this, we will have not only her, but you as well. You’re only a half-step from falling willingly, my friend. We can be brothers again...
Revik focuses on me. 
He knows I am with him, somehow, but he can’t see me here—
You will help us train her, Terian says to him. Breaking in newbies was a particular talent of yours, as I recall. Especially the females... 
Terian sees Revik starting to withdraw and calls after him.
...I will let you have her, my brother!
In that heartbeat of Revik’s hesitation, Terian lobs another cluster...this time of images, sensations. In it, Revik sees my body under his, our lights merging as I open to him. It is a mirage, a lie, but it catches both of us off-guard and briefly he is forced to untangle it. 
He snaps the connection and is met with...separation pain, he calls it...that nausea I’ve been feeling with him, what I struggled with just that morning. Unlike with me, the feeling is familiar to him, though, something he understands. But with me, it bothers him more, creates a resonance with some younger version of himself, a place and time he wishes to forget.
Anger briefly suffuses his light, then reason.
He’s let it go too long, he thinks. 
He will remedy that, in Seattle.
At the thought, heat flushes his belly, a flicker of sensual memory. I glimpse bare skin, a seductive smile, and this time it has nothing to do with me...
The Rook laughs. You lie, Revi’! I know you...even if your clan friends do not! I see how empty this new life of yours is! Terian’s smile turns friendly, and Revik recognizes that too; I feel the part of him that succumbs to that pull.
She will be my gift to you! Do you think your clan elders would offer you such a prize? Access to their precious Bridge? Do you, Revi’?
There is only the barest pause before Revik makes his light disappear, but Terian’s laugh follows him out of their connection.
I saw you thinking about it, brother! I saw you!
The clouds fade as Revik wills himself back. 
Back to the car, back to me.
 

 
I saw him come out of it.
Crouched on the floorboards of the GTX, I watched him warily, wondering how much of what I’d just seen and heard really happened. 
My handcuffed wrists rested on the seat in front of me. I watched his face as he fired out the window again, his light focused on his targets. I heard the crash of breaking glass, felt him hit something he’d aimed for, wondered why he wasn’t driving away. Even as I thought it, he slammed his foot on the gas, his hand holding the gun falling to the manual gear shift.
Once more, his eyes phased, but it was gone as soon as I saw it, leaving only a tension around his eyes, a quick glance at me. The GTX leapt forward, throwing me into the edge of the seat. I heard more shots and peered back between the seats.
I saw the cop in the road, firing steadily at us.
“Get your head down!” Before I could react, Revik caught hold of the chains between the handcuffs, yanking me down forcibly.
“Was that Terian?” I said. “The guy from the park?”
Revik gave me the barest glance. “Yes,” he said.
“I thought you killed him!”
Revik jerked the wheel sideways. The tires thumped up over a curb, bounding me high enough to pass the headrest.
“Put on your fucking seat belt!”
“I can either stay down, or wear a seat belt...pick one!”
He didn’t answer.
I slid carefully back up the seat, peering out over the dashboard past the plastic statue of the saint.  
Still holding the gun, Revik gripped the steering wheel with his other hand, edging it hard and soft as he maneuvered us across a pit of gravel towards a field that stood between us and the main freeway. I looked back at the onramp, realized he’d bumped the curb to avoid the line of police cars heading for us on the frontage road beside the freeway entrance.
Slamming his foot on the gas once he cleared the gravel, he bounced us across a weed-choked stretch of grass dotted with broken bottles, plastic bags and scrub brush. I glanced at the speedometer, saw it edging towards 60 mph, then glimpsed a large rock and cried out, but Revik had already jerked the wheel to clear it, jumping us into oncoming traffic.
“Jesus! Revik—”
“There are things I haven’t told you,” he said, over the screech of tires as he straightened the car out from a skid. For the barest instant, his eyes glinted silver. “...About Terian.”
I swallowed as his eyes faded back to clear.
“Is he here?” I said. “In the physical?”
Revik barely looked at me. “No.”
I glanced over as he wiped his nose. I didn’t notice the blood until his fingers came away covered in it.
“What happened?” I said. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing. I’m losing light.” Reaching into his pocket, he dug something out and tossed it at me. Small and bright, it landed on my lap. It was a key.
“I'm not chasing you anymore,” he said.
I snatched the key off my leg just before he swerved again. Revik rammed the GTX over the path of an eighteen wheeler, sliding past as the man honked. Still watching the road, I unlocked the cuffs from around my wrists, dropping them to the floor.
“Thanks,” I said.
He nodded curtly, not looking over.
 

 
Earl Redding knew a sicko when he saw one.
He’d been running long-hauls across the whole of this country for 27 years, including all over California, and that mecca of perverts and terrorists, San Francisco. This dark-haired fellow, who obviously had some Oriental in him, had the audacity to impersonate a cop. Luckily, Earl saw through it. And a good thing, too...not five minutes later the Chink fuck went on to shoot three of Washington’s finest dead on the highway onramp like some kind of cop serial killer.
That poor white girl was clearly one of his victims. Whatever his intentions, whether he wanted to sell her, rape her some more, or kill her, Earl couldn’t let it stand.
He’d watched the whole thing, calling in details on his radio, then, when he saw the shooting and the green muscle car heading for the freeway proper, he’d turned the wheel, making the beginnings of the arc needed to clear the island around the onramp. Once he’d straightened out the length of his rig, he downshifted and jammed his foot on the gas, driving up the shoulder past the line of cars.
Up ahead, a couple of highway workers stood beside the remaining cop car parked up on the shoulder. They were in the process of covering one of the cop’s bodies with some kind of tarp. A line of cars stood in the left lane, waiting for the space to clear. Horns honked, a few drivers cheered the highway workers as they huffed the second cop car up the steep incline and back towards the road, some even helping, wearing civvies as they pushed along with the orange jumpsuits.
Earl pulled further up into the shoulder, glancing to his side to make sure he wouldn’t tip the rig. He started yanking on his horn. When the highway workers didn’t look back, Earl pulled harder, more urgently, finally just holding it down for a long, continuous bellow.
First one worker looked up, then another.
Earl saw the second react, eyes widening to white-rimmed dots in a cartoon-like face. Earl waved his hand out the window, telling them to get out of the way. One shouted to the others. Another tried to wave Earl off, but Earl only hit the horn harder. All five of them finally scattered, three in the right direction, two in the wrong one.
The front grill of Earl’s truck slammed the back end of the cop car.
The car leapt forward on the hill then abruptly off to the right and into the main onramp, rolling straight for the gravel bank at a quickly accelerating rate. It knocked over one of the highway workers, hitting another a glancing blow that threw him 10 feet where he promptly began to skid down the sharp gravel of the hill. The car shortly followed him.
Earl only saw part of this. Glancing once in his rearview mirror, he patted the 12-gauge wedged between the cushion of his seat and the plastic storage containers that held his music collection and audio books for driving. Muttering, he aimed for the freeway down the sloping frontage road.
Seeing the green GTX on the weed-choked field between the town and highway, Earl hit the gas, and the giant engine thrummed louder.
“You’re going to put that girl down, boy,” he muttered, wiping a hank of greasy hair out of his forehead. “Then you and I are are going to have a talk...yessir.”
He propped the gun against his knee, dislodging a photograph that had been wedged in the ashtray since he’d quit four years earlier. On it, a little boy and girl smiled, encircled by the arms of a woman with long, streaked-blond hair.
Earl didn’t notice.
 



 
9
MORTAL PERIL
 
 
My eyelids drooped.
I jerked up my head, then shook it violently, overwhelmed by my own exhaustion, irritated by its suddenness...but more than anything, scared by it. The intensity of my sudden desire to sleep struck me as more than a little strange. It was weird enough, in fact, that it made me wonder if I’d been drugged. I couldn’t imagine when, or how, so my mind drifted to shock, to wondering if I was having some kind of psychological reaction.
Was this how people went into shock?
But I wasn’t really that kind of person, either. 
Generally, when the shit hit the fan, I got more alert, not less. I’d never been one of those people to fall apart in a crisis, to go catatonic or start flipping out. Never. 
And yeah, okay, granted this might be more of a crisis than I’d ever dealt with before, but I’d been in life or death situations before today, sure. Hell, I’d been in life or death situations a few times in that prison cell, only a few months before. 
I didn’t go into shock. I didn’t panic. Not like that, anyway.
My mind usually got really damned clear in those situations, in fact.
Usually, I was the one to keep my head straight when stuff got rough, like when Cass had that asthma attack at the bar in college and nearly died, and when my friend, Frankie, got stabbed by that crazy biker chick outside the No One Club. 
I hadn’t freaked out. I was scared, sure...but I dealt with it.
The GTX had been weaving up the road, avoiding cars, for what felt like hours now, although I knew realistically it couldn’t be more than twenty or so minutes. I still crouched low on the passenger seat, watching Revik’s eyes dart between side and rearview mirrors as he wove from lane to lane, evading our pursuers. Crouching there, I struggled to stay awake, watching trees and land flash by through the windshield and side window, even pinching my arms to keep my eyes open. Most cars on the road, seeing the black and whites, just got out of the way. 
I nodded off, thinking about this...
There was a crash, metal grating on metal.
I jerked in my seat violently and opened my eyes, saw Revik slamming the GTX into a Ford Ranger with banged up fenders, forcing it into the next lane. I saw the driver of the Ford yell at Revik, eyes wide, tinged with more fear than anger.
When I looked over, Revik was staring at me. His narrow lips curled into a frown.
“What do we do now?” I said, loud above the wind from the holes shot in the back windows. 
His eyes returned to the road.
I glanced back at the passenger side window and flinched back, seeing a truck driver staring down at me, a shotgun resting in the crook of his arm. His eyes looked manic, not quite at home, and I sensed more than saw the silver flicker of light that lived there. 
Paralyzed for the barest breath, I only stared up at him, at his too-blue eyes and dirty brown hair. I took in the blue flannel shirt and reddish nose and mutton chop sideburns and realized I recognized him. It was the same man who’d yelled at us on the street, who yelled at Revik to get me out of the road. He didn’t look like he wanted to help me now, though.
He aimed the gun down at the hood of the GTX.
Before I could make a sound, Revik hit the brakes, slamming into the car behind us. He created enough space to slide the GTX behind the bigger rig, pulling us out of range of the crazy guy with the shotgun. Then he jammed his foot back on the accelerator, passing on the truck’s blind side, in the far right lane.
A few car lengths later, he found a clear patch of road. The driving smoothed, even as he jammed his foot down on the accelerator. I watched the blur of trees go by faster. 
The GTX’s V-8 engine thrummed a soothing, low sound...
I snapped awake, panting.
Revik gripped the front of my uniform shirt in his fist. His other hand gripped the steering wheel even as he leaned over where I lay. 
I was still frozen there, panting, when he slammed my back into the seat. 
“What the—” 
“You cannot sleep!” He barked the words, his accent thick. “You cannot sleep!” 
His face flashed into the negative...
...and gold lines make up the bones, muscles and blood of his jaw. His eyes shine white, filled with clouds, darkly twisting movies. Shadows dart as Rooks rope him with silver threads. One throws a ball of spinning silver light.
...a complex gold and orange geometry explodes over his head in a shower of sparks. 
Revik's light body flickers, dims. 
I see him draw his light arm back. Then he completes the rest of the motion...
And suddenly, I am wide, wide awake.
“Ow!” I held my face. “Ow, Jesus!” When my fingers left my mouth, blood colored them. I felt my cheek swelling already and my shock and pain turned into something closer to rage. “Are you kidding me?” I touched my lip. “You hit me!” 
“Stay here, Allie!” he said. “Do whatever you have to, but stay the fuck in your body...I cannot do everything!” 
“You hit me!”
He glared at me. “Yes.” 
“You’re an asshole, you know that?” I said. 
“Yes.” He released the front of my shirt. 
Taking another breath, he exhaled sharply, leaning back in his own seat. 
“They are draining you, Esteemed Bridge...you will get tired. You will get very tired, but you cannot sleep! I hit you only to bring you back. If your body perceives itself in mortal danger, your light will return.” His eyes returned to my face. 
“Pain is fastest. Understand?”
Something rammed us, hurling me into the dashboard. 
Revik veered when the truck accelerated to smash into our rear bumper again.
Suddenly a police car blazed behind us, siren on as it flashed its lights.
Revik yanked the wheel left, throwing us into the grass and tree-filled island between the north and south-bound lanes. I gripped the dashboard as we bounced down the grade. We hit hard at the bottom, then Revik gunned the GTX up the grassy hill. 
Behind us, the cop car hit that same grade at a different angle and got stuck, wheels spinning in the dirt after it smashed its grill into a boulder.
Revik entered the south-bound traffic going north.
I let out an involuntary cry as horns blared, cars spun and veered with a squeal of grinding metal and burnt rubber. He straightened the car’s trajectory and accelerated.
I looked back through our half-missing rear window.
Glass covered the back seat. I touched my face, realized I had tiny cuts on my arms and hands that I hadn’t noticed.
Cars screeched to a halt, swerved to avoid hitting us, slamming into one another instead. I counted five...six separate vehicles wrecked just past where the GTX dragged dirt tracks onto the road. Taking a breath, I gripped the armrest under the side window and stared at the blurring trees, flinching at the view out the windshield. 
He spoke up as he weaved between cars. 
“The Rooks would rather convert you,” he said. “But killing you would be an acceptable outcome for them...” 
I gripped the dashboard, not looking at him. “Great. Nice to know. Revik...just drive the damned car, okay?”
He swerved again, causing another car to slam its brakes too hard and flip. 
I watched through the rear window as that same car came crashing down in the middle of the road, facing the opposite direction as traffic, like us. I looked to my right, saw the truck driver pacing us in the northbound lanes up above, flashing between the trees of the wide divide. 
“...The reality is, no one knows what causes the end.” Revik was saying. “Your death itself might start the wars.”
He drove up and over the gravel shoulder. He aimed us back into the island between the north and southbound lanes, bouncing a rough diagonal line through the sloped grass. I realized he was heading back towards the north-facing lanes.
“Your presence here complicates things for both sides. The fact that you are telekinetic—”
I shouted over the engine and bouncing car. 
“You pick now to get chatty?”
The GTX slammed into a hole and a rock, and I smacked my head on the roof, yelped. We were nearly across the island. 
“Hold the wheel,” Revik said. 
“What?”
He turned to look at me...
...and his eyes are silver once more, metallic. Inside, pictures flicker in an organic projector, a war happened and happening and about to happen in shadows and exploding lights. I see vultures around his head, raptors...
...and snapped out.
His body lay slumped over the steering wheel. 
I leapt onto him without thought. Pushing his torso back, I slid into his lap and gripped the wheel, turning it sharply to avoid hitting a tree. Shoving my legs down between his, I jammed my foot on the accelerator over his leather boot. 
Still, we’d slowed down, enough that the trucker pacing us miscalculated.
I drove us through a narrow gap between two trees as that same trucker hit his brakes, trying to head me off. Managing to just get in behind him anyway, I headed for the right lanes, swerving on asphalt and gravel as we abruptly accelerated out of the lawn...
When Revik jerked beneath me.
He grabbed the wheel over my hands, as if to steady himself. Remembering what he said about pain, I dug my fingernails into the skin of his knuckles. 
“Wake up! REVIK!”
His eyes clicked into focus. 
He looked up at me, briefly, then turned away, coughing. Blood speckled the glass of the driver’s side window. He wiped his mouth, but when I started to climb out of his lap, he grabbed my wrist.
“I need you to drive,” he said.
He was already moving out from behind the wheel. 
Gripping the steering wheel, I considered protesting, but realized it was too late as he crawled into the passenger seat to my right and leaned between the seats to retrieve the gym bag from the back seat of the car. 
Watching him, I perched on the edge of the driver’s seat to compensate for his long legs, gaining control of the car before I fumbled for the knob to move the chair.
I forgot about both things when a booming sound vibrated the sides of the car. 
I ducked as I felt nicks from more shards of glass, glancing at the ragged hole punched through a rear side window.
The trucker accelerated from a few lanes over, leaning out his cab.
Revik opened the black gym bag, and pulled out a shotgun that looked like law-enforcement issue. He dug around in the bag for a box of shells. Cracking the cardboard open one-handed once he found it, he dumped a pile in his lap, then began methodically loading the Remington 870 with deft fingers.
He paused, giving me a quizzical look. 
“How do you know that?” he said. “About the gun.”
I looked at him, blank, then at the gun. “Old boyfriend.” When Revik went back to loading, I said, “What are you going to do? You can’t just shoot them all.”
He continued loading the gun, not answering at first.
Then he glanced up at me again, his voice flat, “You have the right to lodge a formal complaint regarding my methods with the Council once we arrive. They will hear you, and with a great deal of sympathy...I assure you. But reminding me of the damage I’m doing to my soul won’t help either of us right now, Allie.” 
I stared at him uncomprehendingly, saw no hint of sarcasm. When he seemed to be expecting a response, I could only nod. 
“Okay. Sure.” 
“Thank you.” He chambered the first shell with a smooth jerk of his hand, then leaned out the window. 
I watched in the mirror as he aimed at the truck, firing as soon as he leveled the barrel.
The truck swerved and his shot went wide. 
Revik aimed again.
He hit the grill that time, and the truck swerved behind another 18-wheeler. 
Revik sat back, his pale eyes locked on the mirrors. I heard a bleep of loudspeaker and turned, saw a Washington State police car pull up alongside us. Inside, a red-faced officer leaned back stiffly in his seat, driving and glaring at us while his partner aimed a shotgun at Revik.
“Pull over!” the driver yelled. “Right now!”
I caught the barest whisper of Revik’s thoughts. 
We are not the criminals. It is them. Help us.
The cop driving glanced at his partner. Confusion softened both of their faces.
We are in danger. Protect us. Please.
The officer nodded to Revik, indicating the highway ahead. He shouted, “...Go on. We’ll take care of this, sir.”
Thank you, officer.
The driver tapped his brakes, picking up the police radio mouthpiece and speaking into it as the car fell dramatically behind.
I looked at Revik, dumbfounded.
“Go faster,” he said. “They will do the same to us.”
I muttered something about free will, hammering my foot down on the gas. My fingers whitened as the scenery started to blur. 
Revik shrugged in answer to a question I hadn’t asked. 
“I thought you would prefer that to my killing the driver,” he muttered.
I followed the direction of his eyes through the rear-view mirror, saw the vibrating reflection of the cop car slow beside the truck’s cab, right before I heard the same blare of loudspeaker and warning tap of siren.
A second later, Revik turned to me. 
“It’s done. Faster, Allie.”
The Washington cops’ siren blared back into life.
I already had the pedal down hard. Now I pressed it to the floor, feeling my chest constrict as the GTX leapt forward. We were definitely past my comfort zone in terms of my ability to navigate at high speeds. I was on the verge of being out of control when I felt Revik with me in the Barrier, directing my hands. I resisted at first—
Let me. You will learn.
Faintly, a grid appeared, a maze of bright lines that overlaid the scenery and cars. The grid showed how the drivers interacted with one another and the light of the Barrier. I could almost see what each driver would do—
Another blast hit the back of the car. 
My eyes snapped to focus as Revik’s mind left mine.
He leaned out the window as I turned, propping the stock against his shoulder and firing. The sound boomed inside the car, deafening, right before I saw the cop car swerve to avoid his shots. The black hood erupted in smoke after Revik’s third shot penetrated the engine block. 
The police car swerved again, then rolled.
I heard a squeal of tires, a sound like an explosion, but the crash sounds were rapidly receding already.
I swallowed back bile, trying to focus. 
“They seemed nice,” I said. “Like nice people.” 
He didn’t answer. A shot hit the back of the car with a loud plink and groan of metal. Revik leaned out again, firing at whoever was shooting at us.
His mind felt closed to me now, so I stared out the windshield, digging my nails into my palms every time drowsiness tried to overtake me, hoping like hell I didn’t kill us both. I was so focused on these two things in fact, staying awake and not crashing from the speed, that I barely noticed the second police car pull up alongside us.
I glanced over in time to see the officer in the driver’s seat reach for his sidearm. I sucked in a breath, ready to duck, but the man unholstered his weapon and held it out to Revik through the window, the handle pointed towards us.
I worried Revik had told him to shoot himself, but...
...the gun simply left his fingers.
It clattered to the road, bouncing behind us.
“Watch the road!” Revik snapped, glaring at me. “I am doing this! You drive!”
I turned back to the windshield. 
But his anger had allowed me to feel him again, at least in part.
The gun was as far as he would get with that human; the Rooks already had control over the cop’s mind. The knowing of that fact reflected a bitterness in Revik that surprised me.
...bastard’s doing it on purpose, forcing me to kill as many as he can...
When he looked at me next, anger still hardened his features. 
Swallowing, I nodded, trying to let him see that I understood. 
 

 
We approached Seattle. 
I glimpsed a skyline to my left, then flashes of buildings through a maze of overpasses dripping with dark green plants.
I recognized landmarks from being here with Jon, but couldn’t read signs with how fast we were going. I’d stopped looking at the speedometer by then, anyway. 
Revik was doing something in that other place, so I couldn’t ask for his help to use his grid thing. I felt a few people point and stare at us as we passed. I also saw other vehicles hitting their turn signals and pulling over, moving out of the way of the line of cop cars screaming behind us, clearing the freeway for the chase.
I felt it when the third cop car ceased to be a pull toy between Revik and whoever else. 
I felt Revik lose that battle, too, and felt him let go just before the cop accelerated, coming up on us blaring light and sound from his overhead siren. I glanced over in time to see the dark-skinned cop smile at Revik, making an odd flowing up and down gesture with one hand that had the flavor of a taunt. 
Whatever it was, it definitely didn’t look human.
Then, whatever held the cop’s body let go, leaving the cop sweaty-faced, determined, and completely focused on the two of us. From his eyes, he fully believed we’d killed his whole family with baseball bats then lit his house on fire. 
Revik turned to me, his pale eyes hard. 
“Stop the car,” he growled.
I thought I’d heard him wrong. “What?”
Behind him, I saw the Seattle cop raise a shotgun.
Before I could react, Revik grabbed the wheel, jerking it sideways to slam into the cruiser. The cop dropped the shotgun, and I heard his partner yelling excitedly. 
“Revik, jesus! What are you—” 
“Take that exit! Now, Allie!”
He pointed and I veered, braking to slide across lanes. 
I saw the truck driver in the blue flannel shirt, who was still, amazingly, behind us, begin the turn to follow. I glimpsed faces as other, noninvolved drivers reacted, too, their eyes widening in fear as they tried to get out of my way, instead coming even more dangerously close to hitting us. 
By some miracle, I slid behind the Washington cop car, in front of a different trucker who honked madly at us.
Then we were past, wincing from the scrape of metal as the GTX grazed his grill. 
Revik leaned out the window, firing at the Seattle cop from behind.
He blew out a rear tire with the first shot, smashed the back window with his second. He chambered another round and aimed again, blocking my side view when he climbed up to sit on the passenger side window. 
The Seattle cop cut across multiple lanes and again I felt the difference; it was no longer a human driving, but one of those things with lightning-fast reflexes and 360 degree vision. I was forced to brake, saw Revik clutch the window frame as he lost his balance. The Seattle cop swerved, just making it onto the exit off-ramp behind us. 
A sign flashed by, too fast for me to read clearly.
I glimpsed white words spelling “Mercer Island.”
Revik slid back in through the window, landing on the seat. When I looked over, his shoulder was bleeding again, a dark, spreading stain under his shirt. 
“You are trained in basic firearms use?” he said. 
“Right,” I said, loud over the wind and engine. “Dad taught me to shoot cans. I'm practically special forces.”
“Good.” He propped the gun up on the seat between us. “Use it if they get too close.” He added, “Or if I don’t come back.”
“What? Revik, that's not funny, I—”
His body slumped against the seat.
I cursed, swerved into a guardrail, and the GTX threw up sparks as metal grated metal. I gripped Revik’s bare arm in my stubby nails, hard enough to bruise his skin. I shook him, then wondered if I should hit him, like he had me.
“Revik! You've got to be kidding me! REVIK!”
Something smashed into the back of the car. 
I was merging into the main sprawl of traffic on the new highway and the truck driver with the blue flannel shirt was in the next lane over. Pulling up alongside the GTX, he aimed the pump-action shotgun out his window. 
I hit the brakes like Revik had done, and another cop car hit us from behind. That same cop car forced me along until I accelerated, and then the guy was honking, waving at me to pull over. 
A rush of panic made me wonder what would happen if I did.
Even as I thought it, the first Seattle cop drew up next to me on my other side.
...and for an instant, I see him. A metal thread cage ensnares his light, and behind his eyes breathe the orbs of the Rook controlling him. They shine coal red, and he makes his thumb and index finger into the shape of a gun, pointing it at me as his lips stretch in a corpse’s smile.
Bang, bang, little girl.
I snapped out, still miraculously gripping the steering wheel...and feel them in me. They drag at me and I shriek, as if the sound of my own voice might keep my light in my body. 
But I can feel myself separating out, losing control of my limbs.
Lowering my head, I bite down on my fingers. My teeth clamp on skin and bone and my light rushes in like a rubber band snapping back. 
Pain came with the light. But clarity, too.
I un-clamped my jaw from the red crescent on my knuckles. Blood dripped over the steering wheel once I’d extracted my teeth, but all I could feel was relief.
Just then, everything went dark. 
We’d entered a tunnel. My foot mashed down harder on the accelerator. 
Orange lights streaked by in irregular lines as cars cast shadows on tile walls. Surrender no longer felt like a good idea. The Seattle cop’s eyes flash red and I realize I am still inside the Barrier, just enough that they are all around me.
I slam my head against the driver’s side window, hard enough to crack it. My head leaves an impact mark surrounded by spider web lines. I am losing it. I feel sick, anemic...like my blood leaches out of me as they pull at me.
I keep my foot jammed on the accelerator as I lean over and snatch at Revik’s seat belt, miss, grab for it again, hooking it in my fingers.
A car slams the GTX from behind, and I lose the silver buckle, curse.
The third time, I dragged the nylon belt over his body and hooked it into the clasp at his side. His skin glistened with sweat, but he looks overly pale.
I hit him with my fist, hard in the side of the head, trying to wake him.
In doing so, I lost control of the car, slamming into the guardrail, leaving more paint and metal as sparks flew before I got the car off the rail again.
Sunlight washed into my eyes, slanting through the windshield as we flew out of the second tunnel. Before me stretched a long bridge with water on either side. The ramp aimed straight for the lake’s surface where the bridge floated on top of the water. 
I glanced at Revik.
“Mortal peril,” I muttered. “...Mortal peril.” 
I didn’t think. Even so, I saw every flash of metal and sunlight as I swung the wheel. Veering behind a green Jetta, I made a straight line for the right guardrail, beyond which lay nothing but sky and the waters of Lake Washington.
A thick, protective rail stood between us and the water...
...but my mind seems to clasp it somehow, fold it, or maybe not my mind, but suddenly I can see through it...
...and we are through.
Exhilaration lifts me as the car soared. 
Then gravity clutched the GTX at the top of the arc. Its nose tipped. 
As water rushed to meet us, I could only hold onto the steering wheel, flashing to being on a runaway horse as a kid, where I’d clutched a mare’s black mane, screaming in fear and hysterical laughter. If a thought could have formed in my mind just then, it may have been about death...the transitoriness of all things. 
Instead, there was a long, slow silence as the water rushed to meet.
 

 
The grill slammed into the surface of the lake with an enormous splash.
On the bridge, cars swerved, honking, slamming into one another.
An 18-wheeler’s brakes screeched as it followed the GTX’s trajectory towards the gap in the rail. A woman in a Toyota glimpsed round, rough-cut holes in the grill and front fender of that same truck as the metal trailer skidded past her view. It seemed about to follow the GTX over into the lake itself, when the driver swung the wheel, throwing the cab perpendicular as it slid towards the gap in the rail. 
The truck’s trailer slammed metal, bending it outwards. 
When it finally came to rest with a shudder, the cab faced north, like a dog peering over its shoulder. 
In a daze, people exited their vehicles. 
Several walked to the rail overlooking blue-gray water. The scream of sirens could be heard approaching from the other side of the tunnel; the dull thud of news and police helicopters grew audible overhead. 
All of the onlookers simply stared down at the lake’s depths, at the rings of wavelets forming a perfect circle in the otherwise calm surface. They all looked at that same spot in the water in the center of those rings, searching for the thing they had witnessed smash through a two foot guardrail and fly out over an early morning sky.
But the GTX was nowhere to be seen.
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SEATTLE
 
 
Cold green shimmered around me, clouds of sand and rising bubbles. 
My mind flashed to Monterey Bay Aquarium as a kid, seeing the jellyfish on the other side of the glass as they opened, closed, opened, closed...but this time, glass and metal trapped me inside the tank and freezing cold water, instead of the other way around. 
Still feeling dazed and only half-there, I grappled with the car door until fingers gripped my arm, causing me to turn. Once I did, I saw Revik through the green water, eyes open, his long fingers seemingly drained of blood. The knuckles of his other hand bled in red clouds and the window frame behind him bled upwards into the water from an odd-shaped smear, like watching a film happen in reverse.
No Barrier, he sent, so softly I barely heard him.
My mind, everything about me, remained oddly calm. 
I squeezed his arm to let him know I understood. 
I’ve always been able to see well in water.
Revik hit the locking mechanism of his seat belt clumsily, rising to thump up against the roof of the car as the belt slid off his chest. It was only then that I realized the car was still sinking. Blood swirled around us from his his head and hand. He pedaled his arms to reach me, grabbing for the strap of my own seatbelt, fumbling with the clasp and hitting the button to unlock it from around my body...which still hadn’t occurred to me for some reason.
He got it undone, then held me to keep me from rising too fast. 
My body hurt...badly enough to bring the first real flickers of fear.
My limbs only half-cooperated as I jerkingly swam for the open driver’s side window at the prompting of his hands. I’d always been able to hold my breath under water for a long time, too. Jon would time me at the community pool when we were kids, taking bets...but now I was starting to worry about air. I had no idea how far down we were.
I pedaled through bubbles like a crippled dog, aiming my body at the window.
Shards of glass nicked my cheeks and arms...then grated on my leg until I jerked away from the edges of the window frame, emitting a garbled sound as I kicked my way through. 
Then I was on the other side, in open water.
I watched the car roof and hood as the GTX sank below me. 
Revik swam past me then and I felt his fingers tug my arm, pulling on me to follow. 
Looking up, I glimpsed rays and sparkles of light through chunks of green plant matter, remembered anti-drowning training and followed the bubbles. The tugging on my arm grew less once I was swimming alongside him...until I saw clouds and patches of blue sky through a window of clear water. Then he pulled me roughly sideways, guiding me under the surface before I could reach the open air. 
By the time he let me rise, I was panicking for real, fighting to pry off his fingers, and the sunlight was gone. 
He didn’t let go until we breached the surface together, gasping.
Once I’d filled my lungs with air, choking out the water I’d inhaled, I looked up. We were under the bridge. Land lay a few hundred meters behind where I watched Revik tread water. I glanced at it, saw mostly greenery and rocks, then looked back at Revik himself, watching him gasp to regain his own breath. Massive cement pillars stood to either side of us, and the thundering sound of cars on the bridge overhead echoed over the water. 
The sound touched a memory in me.
Something about it brought a wave of fear, and I shivered.
I was still staring up at the underside of the overpass, when Revik’s fingers circled my arm. I felt an apology there, but also fear, enough to take my breath. He looked different with his hair slicked back, and for an instant, I could only stare at his face. I almost didn’t recognize him with how pale he was, exaggerated by the wet hair and the blood on the side of his head.
Only his eyes and mouth looked the same.
“Don’t go into the Barrier.” He was having more trouble than me regaining his breath, and I watched him struggle to speak. “Not even a little, Allie. If they find us––”
“It’s okay,” I told him.
He shook his head. “No. It’s not. Only talk to me like this. Promise me...”
I stared at his face, worried. He didn’t look good.
“Can you swim?” I said.
He looked back over his shoulder, towards shore, still holding my arm, only now it felt like he was using me as a flotation device. I felt him hesitate, as if thinking about my question.
When I started swimming towards land, though, he followed. 
 

 
We reached the rocky shoreline, stopping at each set of cement pillars to let him rest. As if by mutual assent, we didn’t get out of the water right away but traveled south, sliding from one private dock and mooring to the next in a slow procession down the shoreline. 
The morning sun disappeared behind cloud cover, which helped turn everything gray when police boats skimmed the water on their way towards the bridge. 
I heard the thwup, thwup, thwup of rotary blades, and couldn’t help but follow them with my eyes. Some of the helicopters looked military. I wondered if they were Sweeps, anti-terrorist from our own government, or just navy from down the coast in Tacoma. 
We hid under one dock and then the next until our teeth chattered, waiting for them to circle and pass. We didn’t speak, and I tried not to worry as Revik’s breathing grew ragged. Just as the activity really exploded around the bridge and the submerged GTX, we climbed out into a public park, wading over and through thick vegetation that surrounded the last bit of water before it dumped us out on a wide, manicured grass lawn. 
I helped him into the trees.
I was likely more conspicuous with my tattered waitressing uniform and bare legs, but he looked worse than me, and not only because of the blood still running down one side of his face. I could only hope no one saw us until we entered the forested park, where the trees made us at least as inconspicuous as your average homeless person. Once we were well out of sight of the shore, I helped him lean against a tree, then slide down to sit.
He was shivering by then, so pale he looked dead.
I looked around for something I might cover him with, then decided speed mattered more. At the moment, the cops were focusing on the car itself. Once they saw no one in it, I knew that would change, and fast. 
The adjoining neighborhood didn’t look rich enough to have a grid along the entire coast. If it did, we were screwed already, since our presence would have been recorded and sent automatically to SCARB and local law enforcement. Even so, I had to assume regular, mid-grade upper-middle class suburban security, which meant towers on the streets that took timed images...maybe flyers at night, depending on how paranoid the neighbors were. 
Still thinking about this, I squatted next to his legs. 
“Revik.” I grasped his arm, tighter, until his eyes opened. “Don’t go to sleep. You can’t sleep, okay? I need to know I can trust you if I leave.”
“There is a safe house—”
“You told me,” I said patiently. “But we’re not going to make it like this. You said it’s downtown, right? And you can’t do anything in the Barrier. So we need to do it the human way. I need to get us clothes. And at least one local ident card, to get us past the gate.”
I saw him look at the wet uniform clinging to my body, my blood-matted hair. He nodded. 
“Okay.”
“Okay,” I said. “Don’t fall asleep.” 
“I won’t.”
“Promise me.”
“I promise, Allie.”
 

 
I slid through a row of bushes, trying to avoid the road while staying on the edge of park that backed up against the nearest street full of wealthy homes, all of which lined the coast of Lake Washington. I looked for signs of burglar alarms, avoiding houses with cars in the driveway or where I could hear voices or feed stations blaring off screens through the windows.
Thank god, Seattle was nothing like San Francisco.
I found an open back door with no external cameras I could see at about the fourth or fifth house I checked. From a slight rise overlooking a set of backyards that formed a gentle curve around that part of the lake, I spotted the clothesline first and stopped. My fingers clutched the trunk of a tree as I looked for people in the windows and adjacent yards.
Men’s clothing hung from the sagging cotton rope between two maple trees. I saw sheets on another line that went to the other side of the Craftsman-style house. Women’s clothes hung there also in a more colorful line of blues and purples, and what looked like a child’s, but that line was much closer to the back of the house. It was the men’s clothes that drew my eyes. I found myself hoping they were dry, even as I measured the length of the pant legs with my eyes, wondering if they would be remotely close enough to fit him.
A moment later, I slid through a gap in the tall evergreen shrubs that hid the back of the house from the lake’s shore, avoiding the actual footpath and its stone steps down to their private dock. Stepping along the fence, I got as close to the line as I dared without breaking cover, then reached out to tug off a pair of jeans and baggy sweats, grabbing a long-sleeved T-shirt and an only slightly damp sweatshirt from another section of line.
Taking my bundle back into the hedge, I didn’t wait but pulled the bloody and ripped-up white waitressing blouse over my head and left it in the bushes. Then I writhed out of the black miniskirt and even my underwear so that I was stark naked, and freezing my ass off. In less than a minute, I’d pulled on the long-sleeved tee and jeans, rolling up the cuffs on the latter so they rested on the top of my feet and folding over the waist to keep them up without a belt. I left the sweats and sweatshirt in the hedge and looked back up at the house itself. 
That’s when I noticed the back door was open.
At first it made me panic. I wondered if someone had seen me, or come outside to collect clothes. When I didn’t hear or see anyone after a few minutes, however, I decided the door had already been open when I got there.
I hesitated only a half-second longer, then crept forward. 
I knew we needed money, and this was better than mugging someone.
Time was an issue, too.
I walked to the back door, moving quietly. I tried not to think too much about how I must look, with my hair bunched up with lake gunk in it, my arms and face bloody and bruised. I told myself that these people could afford to be robbed, with a house like this on the lake...and if they found it disquieting that someone had snuck into their house while they were at home, well, that was a small price to pay.
It still didn’t feel great, though.
I peered into a large but dated kitchen with dark oak cabinets and white-tile counters. The linoleum was clean but faded from its original flecked gold and white. On a butcher-block cutting board, I saw an actual homemade pie. Staring at it, seeing the dark berry puree bleeding out of the crust, I felt my stomach grind into a hard knot. 
Tiptoeing around the pie to the refrigerator, I opened the door softly, glancing over the contents before grabbing a container of milk and quaffing it. Setting it down carefully so as not to rattle the metal shelf, I pulled out a package of bread, then another plastic package of what looked like real cheese, probably from one of the local farmer’s markets.
As I closed the door softly, I caught sight of the entryway table. On it sat a leather purse, worn to a pale beige from years of use. It looked like something my mom would buy and wear into nothing, too, and suddenly I felt a little sick.
Shoving aside my lingering guilt, I walked with painstaking care down the hall, conscious of any loose floorboards as I lifted and placed my bare feet. I reached the purse and opened the snaps, wincing at the faint click before I tugged it open.
The woman’s wallet lay on top, a faded Gucci with a white and brown pattern along the coin purse. I opened it quickly and quietly, found an ident card and breathed a sigh of relief in spite of my guilt. Tugging it carefully out of the side pocket and shoving it into the front pocket of the stolen jeans, I closed the purse, then hesitated again, seeing the woman’s headset. 
I could leave both in the taxi. Minus a few credits, the woman would probably get them both back without too much of a hassle; the cabbie would be legally obliged to turn them in, and they were both coded to her. Hesitating only a second longer, I snatched up the headset, too, and turned for the back door. 
I found myself facing a four-year-old boy with dark eyes and dark hair. His mouth fell slightly open as he stared up at me, his eyes growing wider and wider. My heart thudded in my chest, but I held up a hand to reassure him. 
“It’s okay, kid,” I whispered. “It’s for a good cause. Tell your mom I’m really sorry.” 
The kid stared at me, his almond eyes growing wider still. 
Then his mouth dropped open for real. 
“Mom!” he shrieked. “Mommy! There’s a dirty lady in here! She has my sammich bread! She has my sammich bread!”
My heart stopped for a half-beat.
...Then I bolted, leaping over and past the boy.
I landed off-kilter on one foot, picked up my weight, stumbled for the door, limping on the ankle I’d just twisted. I knocked into the door frame as I ran by, smacking my shoulder and making a loud clattering noise that echoed into the small clearing. 
A screech of lake-rusted hinges followed me as the door swung behind my erratic path. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the door hung crooked on its wooden frame. 
I didn’t look back again.
At the small opening in the hedge, I scooped up the clothes I’d stolen for Revik, then ran behind the denser vegetation and through the next backyard over. I made it back up to the wooded park above the row of homes a few minutes later, trying not to think about whether Revik would still be there. 
Panting, I ran up to the cluster of roots on to the tree where I thought I’d left him. 
He wasn’t there.
My heart stopped again, until I realized I’d gone to the wrong tree. 
I found him after I’d already started to panic, skidding to a stop when I saw his long legs splayed. When I saw his eyes closed, I panicked, sure he was dead...but they fluttered open as soon as I crouched beside him. 
“I didn’t sleep...” he said. “I didn’t.” 
Relieved beyond words, I kissed him on the mouth. 
His eyes registered a dim surprise. 
“Sorry I took so long,” I said, embarrassed, then grinned. “But hey, look!” I showed him the headset. Fitting it over my ear, I switched it on, even as it occurred to me to hope it didn’t have a DNA key. I knew some of the newer ones did. 
Luckily, it wasn’t that new. 
I scrolled through the woman’s cached numbers until I found one labeled “taxi.”
“Yeah,” I said when the dispatcher picked up. I waited for her to trace our location. “Yeah, now.” I glanced at Revik, watched him fumble with the sweatshirt I’d brought him. “We’ll be in the parking lot.” I hung up, crouching in front of him again. “You up for this? We can’t go door to door...we’ll have to have them drop us near a bus stop, or downtown. It’s in Chinatown, right?” 
He nodded, unbuttoning his shirt. 
I continued to stand there as he began struggling out of it. Looking down at his exposed neck and shoulder, I noticed a question-mark scar curling up from his back to his throat, such a pale white color it had to be really old. It wasn’t small though, or particularly light. In fact, it was nearly the width of my index finger.
I hesitated, wondered if I should offer to help, given his condition, then thought better of it and walked off a few paces instead, sitting on the grass with my back to him. 
Twisting off the clasp ties, I reached into the plastic bag filled with bread, selected a big piece with dark crust and began munching. It was soft with a crunchy, chewy crust, and at that moment I decided it was the best damned bread I’d ever eaten.
I played lookout while I ate, combing fingers through my hair to get as much gunk out as I could, pausing occasionally to try to clean up my face on the long-sleeved tee.
“Stockholm syndrome,” I muttered, then laughed, stuffing another piece of bread into my mouth and chewing.
I would think about that later.
 

 
The sun slid towards late-afternoon before we finally stood in front of a red-painted basement door.
I looked up the cement stairs to the street, where a woman leaned against a telephone pole. Nylons torn, makeup running down her cheeks under a slightly askew wig, she swayed drunkenly on high heels, staring at Revik with half-hearted interest. She saw me looking at her and gestured in a dismissive wave.
“Enjoy yourself, girlfriend.” She burst into a laugh. “That one’s too drunk to fuck, so you be nice...I find him in the gutter tomorrow, I’ll remember your face, honey...”
My eyes found Revik’s. He continued leaning against me, his hand on the wall. He was having trouble breathing.
I said to him, “You sure this is the place?” 
He didn’t look at the woman, who called out again, trying to get his attention. “Yes.”
“Hey, lover! Be careful! That one looks like a predator...” She burst into drunken laughter. “Wanna come home with me? I’ll take good care of you. Hey! Tall and dark...”
“This part of town isn’t exactly where I’d put a ‘safe’ house,” I muttered. “You’re sure we’re at the right—”
“Seers have photographic memories, Allie,” he said. “Trust me. It is here.” 
Seeing the exhaustion behind the request in his eyes, I gripped him tighter, but still hesitated, staring at the chipped, red-painted door. I was about to walk into a house full of seers. Seers who would probably think I’d done this to him.
And they wouldn’t be that far off. 
“Knock, Allie.”
I raised my hand.
The door opened before I could touch the wood.
A woman stood there with stunning dark-red hair that hung in ringlets down either side of her heart-shaped face to bare, pearl-white shoulders. My eyes took in that flawless face, the dark blue eyes that shone almost violet and perfectly drawn lips. Everything about her, from her clothes to her figure to her hair reminded me of an old sex siren from the forties or fifties. The clothes she wore fit so well they could have been made for her. 
Or painted on her, perhaps.
The woman smiled, and the smile drew me like a caress. 
“Can I help you, friend?”
I glanced at Revik. No wonder he wanted to come here.
He remained outside the circle of light, but I felt his fingers relax slightly when the woman appeared. Turning away from the relief I could see on his face, I looked past her, glimpsing a wider space with more people, but her eyes must have followed mine back to him.
“Revi’!” The violet eyes widened, all trace of coyness gone. “Gods, Revi’! What happened to you?”
Before I could say a word, she stepped forward, not moving me aside so much as sliding into the gap between me and Revik and circling his waist with her arm. She took him for me before it occurred to me to protest, and led him through the doorway. I found myself just standing there, strangely light without him to prop up, but not really relieved, either. 
Then another pair of hands dragged me in after the two of them, swinging shut the door. 
More people rose from chairs, their faces showing different amounts of surprise. None spoke...aloud anyway. Looking around at all of them without really seeing them, I glimpsed satin dresses and long jackets, faces heavy with make-up with a variety of skin tones and hair textures. The first woman I’d seen appeared to be in charge. She gestured with her free hand to the others, speaking an odd mix of accented English and a language I didn’t know.
“Mira, lock the door! Il’letre ar enge. Ivy, set up the room, yes, ugnete...make sure Sharin knows, and tell her to let the last one out the back...”
The woman with the long red hair stood at a decent height, maybe five-nine, but still looked small where she supported Revik with her shoulder. I saw her caress his back with a ring-adorned hand and felt more than that pass between them.
“That was you on the news!” she said, looking up at him. “I should have known...they intimated terrorism. But we didn't expect you so soon.” As if remembering, she looked over her shoulder at me. Her eyes glowed briefly, taking me in.
“Is this her?”
Revik glanced at me, too. Then he turned away, speaking only to her, using that other language, interspersing his words with a series of clicks.
“Arente ar mulens, sarten,” he said softly. He glanced at me again. “Il en, yet. Igre ar ulen. Bridge,” he added.
The woman stared at me. “Ar li ente u?”
“Ur et estarn. Alyson...ut te Allie.”
The woman looked at me more intently. Her irises blurred just enough that I suspected she was reading my mind. I saw Revik nod to her perceptibly a few seconds later. He gestured fluidly with one hand, ending on a downward slash.
I stood there, arms folded, fighting back emotion that felt more and more like anger. My eyes found his fingers entangled in the woman’s dark red hair, caressing the bare skin of her neck and shoulder.
A pulse of warmth reached me.
I jumped, my face hotter when I realized who had sent it. Then it hit me. He had access to his abilities again.
He met my gaze. Ullysa has a construct on this place. It will keep us hidden from the Barrier proper. We are safe here...for now.
Ullysa made a soft clicking sound that held a trace of amazement, drawing my eyes. 
“She is young, Revi',” she said. “I pictured an old man from the Elders’ impressions. Is she trained at all?”
Revik made another of those downward slashing motions. 
No, he translated for me.
Ullysa looked up at Revik’s face. “And how did they find you? We were told you got away from San Francisco cleanly.”
“It was my mistake—” Revik began.
“No,” I said. “It wasn’t.”
Ullysa looked at me in surprise.
Her expression suddenly grew much harder for me to read. She bowed politely as I thought it, indicating around the room with her free hand. I couldn’t help but notice her other hand was now under the sweatshirt Revik wore, caressing his bare back. 
Realizing I was staring, I looked away, folding my arms tighter.
“Wait here, please,” she said politely. “...Esteemed Bridge.”
I held up my hands, not hiding my annoyance. “Sure thing.”
She left the room with Revik, whose eyes I avoided, only to meet other stares aimed at me from different parts of the room. Shrugging deliberately, I plopped down on one of the plush chairs. A number of seers had risen to stare at me. Most of those stares felt mainly curious, but I felt hostility there, as well. Maybe I was too tired to be afraid, or too angry, or too stupid, but I avoided looking at any of them, even to smooth over the silence.
Eventually, though, I met one woman’s gaze in particular. Her eyes were predatory, but beneath that, I felt a lot of anger.
Great. This woman actually felt dangerous.
“Should we call his owner?” a girl asked from another part of the room. She sounded worried...and sane, at least. “He’ll be in trouble, won’t he?”
“What is the point?” The predatory woman’s eyes remained on me. Her accent was thick, and sounded Slavic. Russian, maybe. “His owners will have declared him rogue by now...cut a deal with SCARB to avoid attention.”
“But I thought his job was classified. Even among the humans, don’t they—”
“Well, they may not tell the human news crews what he did for them,” the Russian said, rolling her eyes at the other’s words. “But that does not mean they will not shoot him down like a dog now.” Her eyes returned to mine. “What do you think, little girl? You were raised human.” 
Her full lips curled, but it wasn’t really a smile.
“Would you kill him?” she taunted. “...Or play with him awhile first?” 
A few of the other seers snickered.
I tried looking from face to face openly, the way Cass would have done. 
When the other seers only avoided my eyes, I focused back on the Russian. The woman had her hair piled in braids around an angular but striking face with caramel-colored skin. Her brown eyes shone with so much light that I found myself fighting a kind of fear reaction just trying to hold her gaze.
Her full lips curved higher, so I knew she was reading my mind, too. 
She stood beside a short Asian with a wide face and dark hair hanging down the center of her back. So not all seers were tall—good to know. Both of them wore silk robes that covered only the top of their thighs.
“Does it bother you, that we are whores?” the Russian asked me, folding her arms. “Would it bother you to know he sells it, too? But then, we seers are all ‘big sex,’ yes?” Anger colored her voice again, but once she saw my face, her predatory smile returned. 
“Ah, you do not like what I say. But Revi’ is a whore...of many kinds. Offer him money. See what he says.” She grinned around at the others. “We seers always need money!”
More laughter rose. A few other seers held my stare that time, too, and smirked at me knowingly. Their expressions and bodies seemed to shift around me, a sea of hair and skin and glowing eyes, and they looked like animals to me, I couldn’t help it. They gestured to one another and their voices echoed in my head, seeming to come from all sides.
Has she tasted him yet?
No. I do not see him in her.
No wonder she is so angry...
Laughter rings, in my mind and outside. My head pounds, but my body feels far away, like a shank of meat on a hook. I close my eyes, trying to block them out.
Do you think it was she who beat him half dead?
Knowing Revi', he liked it...
A few more of them laughed.
He was hungry...even under all that. Do you think she refused him?
Not this one. She is hungry too.
Maybe he is forbidden? By the elders, I mean. Maybe he is not allowed, with his penance.
Did he ask you for it, little girl?
This last is directed at me, and comes from the Russian with that angular face and light-filled eyes and long, brown legs. The rest of the prostitutes fall silent, waiting for my answer.
I look around at them, knowing there is no good answer, no good not-answer.
Finally, I just fold my arms, sinking deeper in the plush chair.
They all laugh again. The room is half in darkness now. Their faces flicker, in and out, negative to positive. The Russian smiles nearest to me.
You don't know what you're missing, little sister...
I struggle to work my tongue. I am too angry, tired and in pain to care anymore if they hurt me. “Look,” I say. “We're not related, Miss...?”
Kat. I am Kat, and I have tasted him. Would you like to know how often? In what ways?
Images swirl briefly, a taste of the flavor of him, and my body reacts involuntarily, a thick surge of that nausea bringing heat to my face.
Kat laughs, and the images recede.
Yes...she is hungry for brother Revik. Kat looks around at the room. But is it him in particular, I wonder? She is new to our kind, after all. Maybe she would like one of her other brothers just as much? Who will break her in for the rest of us?
My fists curl. I don’t turn my head towards any of the males I now feel looking at me with interest. The tiredness is debilitating; if they’re not just having fun with me, there’s no way for me to know. I see a wine bottle, half full on the table.
I let my hand wander closer—
Stop! A voice breaks through the others. You are going too far...she thinks you mean it! The short, Asian female steps closer, and I realize it is her voice. She looks at me with curiosity, but also sympathy. She can’t help what she’s been taught. She’s scared, Kat. You’re being mean.
Mika is right, says a warm voice, chiding the Russian. And the girl does like him. You should not tell her of his trade. It is not your place.
Kat snorts. I am educating her. What does she think he's doing with Ullysa right now?
Don’t be silly, says another. He’s wounded.
He is never that wounded!
Another roll of laughter twangs strings of light, this one warmer, more genuine. I blink, try to focus my eyes.
The mature-sounding voice returns. My head turns; I can almost distinguish them now. An African-looking woman stands in the back, smiling at me with dark eyes.
Retract your claws, Kat. She’s only a cub.
She wants to know...look at her!
She doesn’t want to know. You are angering her, Kat...and you are jealous.
Jealous? Of what? Why would he play with a half worm, when there is no money in it?
He wants anything with a pulse, a male voice laughs. And her soul may look like an old man, but she is beautiful...her light pulls. Of course he wants her...I want her. The paradox alone is intriguing, even without those eyes...
I am exhausted. I’m fighting to stay awake when another presence enters the room. The others fall silent, and it is a schoolyard silence, children caught tormenting a wounded animal.
Even Kat steps back, looking defensive. 
“What is going on in here?” Ullysa says. 
I am standing. When had I gotten to my feet?
Just having a little fun, big sis, Kat sends.
I look at Kat, and the woman’s eyes pulse, more schoolyard politics, this time a warning from the head bully to remain silent. But I don’t even care anymore. I feel sick, more tired than I can remember feeling. I want to go home, make sure my mother’s all right, and Jon...and Cass. To hell with these people. 
Now that Revik is okay maybe they’ll just let me leave.
“You cannot leave, sister.” Ullysa’s eyes reflect alarm, maybe at my thoughts, or maybe at something she sees in my face. “There is no home to which you could return. I am sorry. Did you not watch the feeds?”
I shake my head, but I can’t let myself think about her words. Putting out a hand like a zombie, I lean my weight on a chair. 
Fuck it. If they wanted to screw with my head, or rape me or whatever, there wasn’t a hell of a lot I could do about it. Maybe I wouldn’t even remember. 
When I glanced up, Ullysa was staring at me again. Then her eyes turned to glass, reminding me of Revik’s before they swiveled to face the rest of the room.
Her anger flared, a red streak in the dark.
She was begging for it! Kat said, before Ullysa could speak. Her sad, human eyes on our brother's ass...
Ullysa fury pulsed higher. “Do you know who this is? Do you have any idea what you are doing right now?”
Stepping towards me, she ignored my flinch and took my arm. 
I stood there, feeling like some kind of poster child, and not liking that much, either. She spoke quietly though, warmly, and at each word, I felt a little less strung out.
“I am very sorry to have left you alone, Esteemed sister,” she said. She glared around at the seers filling the rest of the room. “...I would never have done so, if I knew my own people would shame me in such a way.” 
Her eyes returned to mine, and softened.
“I wanted only to look at the nature of his wounds. Right now, more than anything he requires sleep, and that is better done in pairs.” She glanced at Kat. “...He asked for you,” she added pointedly.
I didn’t know which of us she meant, and at that point I didn’t much care. 
When she looked at me that time, Ullysa smiled. A flicker of relief shone in her violet-tinged eyes as they met mine. “He is very weak. Did you feed him at all, sister?”
I had to think about this. I shook my head. “No. I stole some stuff. He wouldn’t eat it...” I trailed, hearing the prostitutes snicker.
Ullysa’s voice remained gentle. “Sister...I meant light. Did you give him any of your light?” 
I blinked, trying again to think. 
Finally, I could only shake my head. 
“I don’t understand.” 
Kat broke out, “You see? She acts like one of them. Thinks like one of them!”
Ullysa’s eyes flashed fire. “She is only recently awakened, and you should know why that is! You are embarrassing me, Kat!” She turned to me, her fire dimming back to that warm ember. “I will show you, sister. Please come with me.”
I followed her, giving a last glance at Kat, who was staring at me, her brown eyes glowing in anger. I turned away from her once I saw the fury reflected there, and pushed it from my mind a second later, focusing on the hallway itself. 
Plush, dark-green carpet cushioned my bare feet, feeling heavenly after walking over and around sharp stones, trash and glass on the cement sidewalks. Hanging on the corridor walls, tapestries depicted colorful dragons belching fire, people in Asian-looking costumes floating or riding on clouds, fantastical-looking animals that may have been lions with curling blue and green hair. I touched the face of a giant white dog with bared teeth.
Ullysa smiled. “They are Chinese. Given to me before the Cultural Revolution.”
I nodded, but didn’t speak, or even look away from the walls.
We turned down a few more forks in the long hallway, and I realized the apartment must be huge, not really an apartment at all but more like a flat, or perhaps they owned the entire building. Eventually, after what felt like the length of a football field, I followed Ullysa into a square room with a white door. 
The building must be set in a hill, I thought. 
The side I was on now faced the downward slope, as windows showed us to be aboveground, rather than on the first floor, like before. In front of those same windows, rust-colored drapes hung from rods below a low, red ceiling. An even thicker, gold-white carpet sank under my bare feet. I glanced towards the bed, and over the headboard saw another painting, this time of a round-eyed god riding a lion. He spat fire below an elaborate headdress of looping tongues of flame. Next to him, I saw an image of what might be a buddha, only with a stack of heads rising like a cone from his torso.
“She likes the paintings, Revi’,” Ullysa said. “Especially the thankahs.”
I glanced down, and saw him looking at me from the bed. The sweatshirt was gone, but he didn’t look like he’d been doing the big sex, like Kat had said. He gestured delicately to the woman who sat next to him in a chair, stitching up his shoulder. 
As soon as he had, she pressed a palm to his forehead.
When she took her fingers away, his eyes were closed. Seeing him lying there so still and pale, I stepped closer to the bed, my hands shoved deep in my pockets.
“He will sleep now.” The woman stitching his shoulder...or girl really, I realized, now that I stood closer...smiled. Her bleached, platinum hair stuck up in curled tufts around an elfin face. “I let him stay awake until he saw you...but no more. I am sorry.”
I hesitated, not sure I was ready for more bad news.
“Is he all right?” I said.
“The shot was clean,” she assured me, tugging the thread up by the needle, pulling his skin taut. “Physically, he will recover well. He has lost a lot in structure, though,” she said more somberly. “...That will take longer.” The elfin face turned to mine. “Will you hold for him?”
My mind puzzled over this for a few beats. I glanced at Ullysa.
“We will all provide light,” Ullysa explained to me. “But one person serves as a conduit. Ivy is asking if you will take that role.”
I still didn’t get it. I nodded anyway. 
Ullysa’s smile warmed. “As in many things, the best way to learn is by doing.” 
My jaw tightened. “I’d rather not use a dying guy as my test case. You’re his friends...why don’t one of you do it?”
Ivy glanced up at me in surprise. “He asked for you.”
My cheeks warmed. “Fine. But I’m not exactly qualified. And I’m pretty damned tired myself, if you want the truth.”
Ullysa took my arm, guiding me gently towards the bed. “You must be very, very tired, sister,” she said, her voice a near purr. “This requires no strength or effort, I assure you...merely structure, and you have that in abundance. We will do the rest.”
I stared at Revik’s body sprawled on the dark orange comforter. Ivy was knotting the stitching on his shoulder. I watched until she glanced up, smiling as she bit off the excess thread. A pulse of warmth reached me from the girl’s light as she did it, like what Revik had done to me in the other room. It seemed to be a form of affection...or reassurance maybe...like a hand on the arm at hello. The simple gesture brought my emotion surging to the surface. 
“Is my family all right?” I said. “Has there been anything on the feeds about them?”
The warmth from Ivy increased.
She nodded. “Interviews were released by SCARB. They have all said you are innocent...that you would not hurt anyone.” Ivy clicked softly. “No avatars, of course, but we will protect them. We believe the Rooks were behind that, the showing of their real faces...”
“No avatars?” I said. “What did they look like?”
Ivy rolled her eyes up in thought. “A very sad and worried woman with dark curly hair and large eyes who they say is your mother. A handsome man with streaked hair, Chinese writing on his arms, and broad shoulders who is your brother. A Thai girl with hair like Ullysa’s and who wears dark lipstick...” Ivy held her hands out to approximate Cass’s generous chest, and I laughed in spite of myself. Ivy smiled. “They seemed very nice.”
I felt myself take a breath. “Then they’re okay.”
Ivy smiled. “They are fine, Esteemed Bridge.” 
I hesitated, staring at her. 
Esteemed Bridge. Those were the exact words the other woman had used...and the same ones Revik called me whenever he didn’t forget and call me Allie instead. Or when he was stressed out and wanted me to do something, like when he’d been dragging me across Golden Gate Park by the wrist, trying to get us out of San Francisco.
Before I could ask, Ullysa pushed gently at my back until I sat on the edge of the bed.
She very efficiently removed the jeans I’d stolen off the clothesline earlier that day, leaving me with the long-sleeved T-shirt and nothing else. I slid my legs under the quilt, not caring. Lying down was followed by unspeakable relief as I sank between clean sheets. I watched Ivy continue to work over Revik, bandaging his shoulder. If I’d known him even a little better, I might have curled up on his other side, maybe even wrapped my arm around him.
I was tempted to do it anyway.
I turned to Ullysa, but she held up a hand.
“Shhh, Esteemed sister. Do not talk. I apologize profoundly for the lack of warmth in your greeting here. Revi’ has already told us that you saved his life several times...” 
I was about to argue, then decided she probably didn’t care. 
“What do I do?” I said. “The holding thing, I mean?” 
“Relax,” Ullysa said. 
This time it was a command. 
My eyelids immediately closed.
 



 
11
VOW
 
 
I stand in a field. 
Grasses pool at my feet, flooding down the hill below me like ocean waves. The wind stirs them into rippling patterns, woven wildflowers creating a mosaic of dusty pinks and purples in the cold, clean air, and I am awake, more awake than I can ever remember being. Snow-covered mountains loom above where I stand, jagged and coarse, and incredibly still. Those mountains have their own presence, even apart from the sky and towering clouds, and I look up at them, drinking in their beauty until...
He pulls on me, turning my head. 
He stands there, alone, staring up at those same mountains, his long form utterly still.
He doesn't seem to see me, but I feel him all around me, as if I’m looking at him through him...as if I am inside him, too.
This place, it is a part of him, somehow. 
 

 
...I walk a corridor now, barefoot. 
It is carpeted, with high-walled, dark wood paneling, oiled to a lustrous shine. Lamps hang down the center of the ceiling at regular intervals, made of crystal and iron. They flicker as I walk past, but I am a ghost here, invisible. Brightly-colored paintings garnish muted wallpaper, as different from the paintings on Ullysa’s wall as they can be. I trace them with my eyes—white men on muscled steeds, Wagner-esque with a hint of Valhalla. The riders’ expressions mirror one another, stern but wise, unintentionally cartoonish.
Through an open doorway, a harsh, emotional voice speaks over the crackle of an ancient radio. 
Servants stand over it, listening. They don’t notice me, but I recognize the voice, even understand the words, although in the real world I don’t understand German.
“God knows that I have indeed wanted peace...”
Ahead, the sounds of a larger party beckon. 
The man’s strident words pull at me, inexorable.
“...We were forced to fight. In the face of such malice, I can do nothing but protect the interests of the Reich with such means as, thank God, are at our disposal...”
Voices grow louder from the room off the corridor ahead. I hear laughter interspersed with the murmur of conversations, some of it tinny and off-kilter, drunk-sounding.
A cluster of men walk towards me, wearing uniforms.
“...They were bound to regard this action as a provocation emanating from the State that once had set the whole of Europe on fire and had been guilty of indescribable sufferings. But those days of using seers and Jews to fight the battles of men are now past. An error we regret, one we will not repeat...”
Four men approach in that group. Soldiers. I recognize the color and shape of their uniforms and what they mean, their import, but here, the clothing feels mundane. 
They speak German, like the radio.
“The Fuhrer’s speech is not finished,” a tow-headed boy of maybe seventeen says. He shoves a cap back on his head, rubbing his forehead. “We shouldn’t have left.”
The man next to him throws an arm over his shoulder. “Aw, read the text in the papers. I need something stronger to drink...and there are nothing but dogs in that pen.” Drunk already, he grins, eyes bleary. “...At least that I could bark at without getting shot!” He laughs, slapping the tow-headed one in the back of the head. “Dogs! Ha!”
A third looks over, a giant with dark hair and thick lips. His arm, when he raises his flask, is the size of my thigh.
“My god...you didn’t have the view I did. Did you see Rolf's wife? Holy Christ.”
“What an ass on her!” tow head says, smiling.
“And she has that look—” the drunk one leers.
“—Like you want to surprise her,” the giant says. “Yes, I saw. Lucky bastard.”
The fourth one listens intently. Of them, his eyes shine clearest, a blue that looks like steel in a ferret-like face. His uniform is the least rumpled, the least sweat-stained. He also wears a slightly different insignia at his collar.
“He should not have brought her here,” he says only, into the silence.
Tow-head takes the flask from his giant friend. “He’s in love. It’s romantic, isn’t it?”
The ferret-faced man’s German remains clipped. “It is no excuse for stupidity. Blauvelt was not subtle in his attentions. I would not want the assignments Rolf pulls after this meeting.” He mutters, softer, “...Especially with his pedigree.”
“What?” the giant asks. “What did you say?”
“Aww, who cares?” the drunk one says. “He’d cut our balls off if we breathed on her. Let’s go find our own tail...some that doesn’t have a Luger attached to it.”
They walk through me and past me down the corridor from which I’ve come, as if I were a puff of smoke. I watch them leave out another door, but my feet compel me to continue in the other direction.
The sounds of the party grow louder. I follow the clink of glasses, the low murmur of voices, but above this, the rise and fall of the emotional speech dominates. Occasionally the words are broken by wild applause, both by those in the room ahead of me and by a crowd far bigger that carries through the loudspeakers themselves.
“...The training of our officers is excellent beyond comparison. The high standard of efficiency of our soldiers, the superiority of our equipment, the quality of our munitions and the indomitable courage of all ranks have combined to lead at such small sacrifice to a success of truly decisive historical importance. What need have we of homo fervens? Of Syrimne? Should we weaken our humanity further by dependence on foreigners and half-breeds...?”
Another swell of thunderous clapping drowns out his words.
I enter a room with ceilings two or three times the height of the corridor. A giant banner cascades down a fireplace of river-polished stones. I stare up at the black swastika riding the center of a white circle on a blood-red background.
Away from the crowd gathered under metal speakers, men in uniform talk in small clusters, eating and drinking with women in party clothes that make them look like gaunt, long-necked birds. The ecstatic voice can be heard from speakers in the high walls, as if it lived in the ceiling, like a voiceover in a movie...or God. Even those talking amongst themselves split their attention, soaking up his words as one breathes in air.
My attention is drawn to a group standing off by itself. 
An older man in a medal-covered uniform smiles, listening to a beautiful woman with dark hair and wide eyes, who looks embarrassed as she answers a question in a low voice. Her curved body is draped in a glittering blue dress and pressed into the side of a harder body next to hers. Her thick, dark hair is piled in elaborate curls on top of her head, studded with diamond-like pins that match her dangling earrings and the stones on her dark blue shoes.
She clutches the hand of the man next to her, who is tall, who wears a German infantry uniform that is at least a few cuts above the rank and file. As I focus on the three of them, I hear their words.
“...We will have these English scum routed in no time, do you not agree, Rolf?” The older man takes his eyes off the dark-haired woman, staring up at the tall man at her side. “What have you to report from the front of late?”
The taller man takes a drink from a glass half-filled with ice and amber liquid. 
I can’t flinch exactly, nor feel real surprise, not in this place...but I stop walking when I see Revik’s profile. Except for the clothes and haircut, subtleties in his expression and posture, he looks exactly the same as when I last saw him, minus the bruises and with a bit more weight on his long frame.
He glances at the woman, his light eyes as still as glass. He tugs her closer before he looks at the man across from them, who frowns.
Revik’s voice is low, familiar in all but its tone, which is not quite insolent, but close to bored...younger somehow.
“With all respect, Commander Blauvelt,” he says. “These British are stubborn. It will be months yet before they fall. And if the Americans become involved...”
The man waves a hand, irritated. 
“...They will not.”
“Fine,” Revik returns evenly in German. “But Churchill has been astute in cultivating a friendship with the American President. We would be fools to discount his charms entirely.” He smiles, shaking his glass towards the loudspeakers. “Especially when our Fuhrer does not.”
Blauvelt frowns in disbelief. 
Revik gazes out over the room, his light eyes narrow. 
“...The American taste for isolationism may run out. Or the ability of their arms manufacturers to quell the outcry over the distress in Europe. If they were to feel themselves threatened by any of our incursions on the sea, or if we were to let our gaze go too far East...”
He trails as the dark-haired woman tugs sharply on his hand. Her eyes hold a warning when they meet his. Shrugging, Revik leaves off, but I see the hardness that touches his mouth.
Blauvelt notices none of this.
He waves a gloved hand, having decided to dismiss the alternate view, rather than honor it with anger.
“You are saying I must tremble in fear over a fat old man on a tiny island because of his cripple friend? Bah! They warned us about France’s mighty armies as well! And the legion of seers supposedly commanded by the English...” Blauvelt smiles at the dark-haired woman, who glances to Revik with worried eyes.
“...Your husband would have us fear the gypsies next, Frau Schenck! What do you make of this poor display? Or are you merely wondering how he and I could be such tremendous bores in such enchanting company as yourself...and when you are wearing such a lovely gown?”
Frau Schenck smiles, still clutching Revik’s hand. There is a moment where husband and wife look at one another, and I cannot help but see the intensity that comes briefly to his light eyes, or how her expression softens.
Blauvelt, watching them look at one another, frowns.
 

 
...and I blink against a gust of cold wind. 
I clutch my body, shivering as I look out over a bleak landscape of dark and torn earth, winding, muddy ruts cut through iced-over snow. The horizon seems to go on forever, broken only by heavy carts drawn by shaggy horses who stomp and paw at the icy ground, huddled with humans for warmth, their ribs sticking out even through their thick coats.
A man lies in the snow not far from me, features blurred by a thin layer of water frozen on his face. His ice-filled hair sticks up like fine grass. Dark, rust-colored streaks stand out on his chest and one upraised hand, soaking the wool coat wrapped around his emaciated frame. His eyes are stuck in an expression of agony.
I look to the endless plain of white and black, and see more bodies, a line that stretches to where land meets a heavy sky. Columns of smoke hang in that streak of gray. As if the sound comes back on, an explosion breaks the quiet some way in the distance.
A soldier approaches, stepping around bodies.
Behind him stand more wagons, and now I really see the men leaning against them to shield from the cold. Some are wrapped in heavy coats, rubbing hands together and blowing on fingers, faces wrapped in gray scarves...but most are not. One works over a body while I watch, trying to pry a wool coat off stiff arms, stomping and cracking ice and bone with his boot.
The approaching soldier speaks from within a few feet.
“Heil Hitler,” he says, raising his hand. 
I look back, flinching when I see how close he stands to me. 
Revik lowers his hand from the returning salute, wrapped in a winter coat, wearing a cap of the German Wehrmacht. Breath comes out of his lips in thick clouds. He has a beard, and his eyes reflect back the sky in darker tones. With one boot, he prods at a body frozen in the snow by where he stands.
“They have found more, then?” he says in German.
“What? Found what, sir?”
“Glow eyes.” Revik’s own shift up. “Jews. Communists. Are they bringing them back alive, or just shooting them?” He half-smiles, his voice bitter. “...Because we could use the bullets.”
I stare at him, more shocked by his eyes than his words.
“Sir.” The soldier takes a breath. “Sir...we cannot remain here. Russian infantry traveling south from Rostov, moving fast. The panzers are stuck in the mud a few miles up—”
“Pull them back,” Revik says. “Those in the town, too. I imagine their fun is spent...or their tolerance for the smell of burning flesh, at least.” The bitterness edges towards what lies under it now, something more raw, that edges into hatred.
“Do as I say, Lieutenant,” he says, when the other hesitates. When the soldier turns to go, however, Revik’s voice stops him.
“Any news on von Rundstedt?”
I cannot tear my eyes from Revik’s face, lost in the unhappiness I see there.
“Sir.” The man hesitates again. “The advance divisions were forced to turn back. Von Rundstedt has been, well...replaced, sir. For health reasons is the word of the office.” At Revik’s harder look, the soldier’s face reddens. “...We are to be led by General von Reichenau in the next attempt. You are in charge of the Eleventh until von Reichenau can evaluate our status.”
Revik’s expression hardens more. Stomping snow off his boots, he turns, gazing out over the body-strewn field. The feeling in his eyes is gone by the time he completes the motion. He clasps black-gloved hands at his back.
“And my recommendation to Berlin?” he says. “We could be helping them in the West...”
“Denied, sir. Blauvelt felt—”
“Blauvelt?” Revik’s eyes turn to ash. “Is our Fuhrer no longer deciding strategy on the Eastern Front? It is fallen to his swine, instead?”
The other hesitates. Stepping closer, he lowers his voice. 
“Sir...when I spoke to his man, he had news, sir...a message. He claimed to know you, and recommended me to assist him in this...” The man’s voice trails as Revik’s eyes narrow.
“Well?”
The man takes a breath. “It’s about your wife, sir...”
Revik’s face grows whiter than the snow flurrying around them in dry bursts. He is reading the man’s mind now, and no longer hears the words coming from his lips.
The world fades around the wind-chapped face of the unnamed soldier speaking to him earnestly. Details remain with me briefly, the smell of rotting corpses and unwashed clothes, burnt flesh imprinted permanently behind his eyes, knowing that friends and even relatives burned in those ovens, that the humans are no longer simply doing it to one another...
Then, all of it is gone.
 

 
...I blink, indoors, in a dated room that doesn’t feel dated here.
A mirror hangs over the fireplace. Fresh flowers bloom yellow blossoms over a flower-patterned vase with wing-like handles. I gaze into reflective glass, see a room washed in dusty pinks and rosewood trim. Lamplight warms a stained-glass shade from a table beside a standing wardrobe. A thin carpet of eggshell blue lays over the hardwood floor. 
For a moment, the sounds of wet wood crackling distract me. 
Then I hear breathing...the heavy, half-expressed breaths of a rhythm I recognize. I look at the bed. Tufts of gray hair stand unevenly across a man’s bare shoulders and in patches along the sides of his thick back. He lets out a low grunt. 
The woman under him, I recognize. Her brunette hair lays in an artful fan on the bed, and she smiles at him. I feel a shiver of revulsion; it’s gone before I realize it’s not mine. 
The woman is tired. I feel her unhappiness like a shroud...
The door slams open and I turn. 
The sound is loud, but I can only watch, unsurprised to see him, although he looks different to me now, older than he’s ever looked to me, his eyes nearly black as he stands in shadow by the door. My gaze drifts to his white, long-fingered hands, and I see them clutching the wooden handle of an ax. 
The woman has seen him too. Her voice is filled with terror, but not for herself. Her words come out in a near wail.
“Rolf! Rolf, no! Darling, no!”
He is walking to them in a straight line, his long legs moving with a quiet grace I recognize from a park on the other side of the world over seventy years in the future.
“Rolf! They know what you are!”
He doesn’t look at his wife, but at the stretch of skin and tufted hair. 
He swings the ax before he has completed his last stride, embedding it between the man’s shoulder blades. It sinks down to the thickest part of the blade.
Revik slams the wooden stock forward, ripping it out with a thick, wet sound and Blauvelt screams and screams and screams...
Revik’s wife screams with him.
Unflinching, his face a mask of emptiness, Revik raises the blade and swings again...
 

 
...I am lost. I am lost. 
A farmhouse lays buried in snow, two forms huddled in ratty blankets, a man and a woman. The woman is pregnant, at least seven months, and she is asleep, though the man is not. 
Revik lays in the dark, watching the snow fall through the square window at one end of the hay loft, and his face looks almost dead to me now. 
His eyes sharpen with a sudden flash of light, and he raises his head. 
His skin is whiter, his weight less. His beard is shorter, and unevenly cut.
He is listening. There is a resignation in his eyes as he looks down at his wife. She has lost weight also, and her dark hair is matted with dirt, limp on the straw by her hollow cheeks and eyes bruised with fatigue. When the doors burst open below, he hesitates, then shakes her gently awake. Hearing the sounds in the barn, she stiffens, clasping his arm.
“We are caught,” he says quietly. “They know we are here.”
Her eyes widen like a frightened animal. “No—”
“You need a doctor, Ellie.”
She starts to argue, but he puts a finger to her lips. He is just sitting there when the SS Commander lifts his head above the lip of the hayloft, holding a Lugar. Before the man can speak, Revik sits up, raises his hands so they are visible.
“Rolf Schenck?”
Revik nods. “That is me.”
“You are under arrest.”
His wife, still half-lying beside him, bursts into tears.
 

 
...Darkness fills me, cold. I hear her last words to him. She thinks he let them be caught, and there is some truth to that, too.
He did not do it for the reasons she thinks.
He has no place to take her, not anymore.
You want to die so much? I hope they torture you! I hope they beat you half to death... 
She bursts into tears, clutching at him, begging him. 
...And then she is gone, too.
There is nothing to push against, nothing with which to push. A faint whisper of voices speaks softly, a tinge of warmth that he will not let near enough to feel. The light is gone.
It is gone.
 

 
...I wake in the dark.
The mind-numbing disinterest remains.
Anger lives here, as well, a wanting of...something. That something is death, but death itself feels unsatisfactory. His muscles hurt from disuse, and of all things he would like to use now, it is them.
He amuses himself with their minds instead, if they are foolish enough to be alone with him. He flexes the only muscle he can, and ignores the voices that grow fainter and fainter as he learns new trails in the light.
They know what he is.
His marriage is void. He was never married.
He gets the followers, too...those who believe him an angel beside them who think him a devil. He doesn’t discriminate; he hates them all. His wife gets her wish, too. They beat him when they’re bored, but it’s never enough...for them, or for him.
He has forgotten the reason that brought him here, the thing that once seemed so important.
It is a story to him now, and childish. In any case, his own people will not come for him now. Not anymore. Perhaps not even before he became a murderer.
This will all end soon. He knows enough to allow it to happen. He sits, leaning on a stone wall. His hands crumple together in his lap, his wrists encased in iron chains. His face is covered in bruises. His skin twitches when a fly alights on a cut, but he does not brush it away.
It happens again. And again.
Then...a clanking emerges from outside.
The door opens and Revik squints as two men enter. Surprise touches his light; his internal clock tells him it is too soon. But these are not priest and guard. The first man is of medium build and wears expensive clothes. Where his face should sit, I see only a blur, a movie screen on which several movies are being projected at once. 
The second man I know from Golden Gate Park. 
Like Revik, Terian does not appear to have aged. He wears the black uniform of the Gestapo. On him, it looks like a party costume.
“Rolf Schenck?” the man who is not Terian says.
Revik looks the two men over. He doesn’t know either of them.
“I've answered all of your...questions,” he says. “Or would you like to hit me some more?” He raises his bound hands. “Maybe you could take these off? I could use the exercise.”
Terian laughs, nudging the man with no face.
“I'll hit him, sir,” he says. “He seems to want it so badly.”
“No.” The new man’s focus stays on Revik. “No. I think we could find better ways to spend our time together. Perhaps, as Terian here believes, we could be frank with one another, yes?”
Revik gives Terian a dismissive look, looking at the man with no face.
“Does he make you feel safe, worm?” he says only.
The faceless man smiles through his shifting countenance.
“You are operating under a misconception, Rolf. I do not speak for the Reich, nor for any of the human governments. I would like to offer you a job. One you’ll find interesting, I think, even apart from your current lack of options.”
Revik scans the human in the expensive clothes. He cannot read this faceless man. He assumes the seer with him shields them both.
He lets his hands fall to his lap, shrugs.
“I'll be otherwise engaged. Or hadn't they told you they plan to cut off my head?”
Terian laughs, and Revik’s eyes flicker back to his.
“I told you, sir.” Terian smiles, looking at Revik like he’s his favorite new toy. “He will be well worth our time...once we’ve honed the snarl a bit.”
The faceless man acts like he doesn’t hear. “I think we can help you with your little problem, Rolf,” he says. “Or should I just call you Revik? Living amongst us hasn't made you forget yourself entirely, I hope?”
Revik’s eyes swivel to Terian, this time in utter disbelief.
“Yes,” the faceless man says. “I know who you are. Not only Rolf Schenck, German patriot, but Dehgoies Revik, seer of clan Arenthis.”
Revik continues to look only at Terian. He speaks in that other language next, the one with the clicks and rolling purrs.
Only this time, I understand him. 
“What game is this?” Revik says to the other seer. “You gave our clan keys to a human? The elders will hang you for this...”
It is the faceless human who answers him though, using the same language.
“Rules were broken, it is true,” he says, gesturing smoothly, seer-like. Revik follows the motion with his eyes, his expression stunned. “But you can be selective with rules as well, Rolf. Such as the one against choosing a mate from among the females of my kind.”
He clucks his tongue ruefully.
“...For these things tend to happen with humans, do they not? Sadly, my kind does not have the same respect for loyalty. Nor do most in my race understand the true repercussions of commitment...” His hands open as if in prayer.
I see a ring on his finger, what looks like an Iron Cross.
“She was lovely, cousin,” he adds. “I am sorry you lost her to such a vile representative of my species. Truly.”
Revik’s eyes change. For the first time, they belong to the Revik I know. The anger and youth is leached out of them.
“What do you want?” he says.
I glance at Terian, who is smiling. His gaze is predatory too, like he sees that thing in Revik, and wants it.
“My name is Galaith,” the faceless man says. “Perhaps you have heard it?”
There is a silence. Then Revik snorts a short laugh.
“You are the scourge of the seer world?” he says. “The one who downed Syrimne, single-handed? You are lying...”
Terian takes a step closer, his humor less visible now.
Galaith holds up a hand to each of them, like a teacher breaking up a fight at school. 
“Who I was is perhaps less important than who I have become,” he says diplomatically. He asks Revik, “Why have you not simply walked out of this cell, cousin? If you wanted out, they could not hold you.”
Revik lets his shoulders unclench. Still eyeing Terian, he shrugs, folding his arms tighter.
“Perhaps I deserve to die,” he says.
Galaith nods. “Are you so tired of this life then?”
Revik stares at Terian. “Perhaps.”
The faceless man glances at Terian, too. They exchange a subtle smile, then Galaith’s voice warms.
“I understand, cousin. More than you know. But, you see, there are many like you and I, Rolf. Tired of senseless death and war. Tired of the world being led by liars and old men, dreamers and fanatics. Those who feel the Codes, laws, bibles and prejudices of both species no longer represent the current realities of either. We would like to see these Codes...” He smiles. “...Modernized, as it were.”
Revik closes his eyes, leaning his head on stone. “Approach my brother, Whelen.”
“You have not yet heard my proposal—”
“—And yet I am not a fool,” Revik cuts in, opening his eyes again. “Whatever game you and your pet Sark are playing, it is my family name you want. You picked the wrong son. Nothing I said would ever be heard in the Pamir, least of all by my own family. And I have had my fill of humans and your...‘modernization.’”
The faceless man holds up a hand, another gesture of supplication.
“I know your life has been hard, Revik. I know of the death of your parents. I know too that you were adopted by a family that did not want you.” His tone grows cautious.
“...I also know of your current problems, as I have said. But women die in childbirth, cousin. Even among your kind. It is pointless to throw away such a promising, young life for what is a relatively natural event. She was not seer. This suicide of yours cannot be inevitable.”
He pauses, watching Revik’s face.
“Was the child Blauvelt's? Or another’s?”
Revik doesn’t answer at first. He gives a short laugh.
“You really want me to kill you. Perhaps I should oblige this wish of yours.”
Galaith holds up his hand again. “You are wrong about me. My regret for your misfortune is sincere, cousin.” He pauses, still watching Revik’s face. “And I have already spoken with your blood cousin, Whelen,” he adds. “I told him where you are, too. I told him of your predicament. Your family understands more than you believe, despite your decision to distance yourself, to live among my people and participate in this heinous war on her behalf.”
“It was not for her,” Revik said.
“It was for her, brother. You felt obligated—”
“I meant, it was not her fault.” Revik is once more staring at the shadow-darkened corners of the cell. “Please go.”
“Revik, your blood cousin, Whelen, doesn’t interest me.” Galaith’s words contain a gentle pull. “We have no need of family names. That clan nonsense is of the past. I want your talent, Revik. I believe you will prove to be our most valuable asset yet.”
Terian leans closer. He holds up two fingers in a backwards V, wiggling them at Revik.
“...Second-most valuable,” he says, winking.
Galaith chuckles, patting Terian on the back with one hand. “Yes,” he says. “It was Terian here who petitioned hardest for your recruitment, Rolf. Our little Terian is most anxious to see what you can do...he may have created a bit of a reputation for you in advance, I’m afraid. One you may have to defend in not too long a time.” 
His smile grows more visible as he discerns Revik’s involuntary reaction to his words. 
“...I, too, am anxious to witness these talents, cousin,” he says. “Indeed I am. Most anxious.” 
A flush of warmth grows in some part of Revik that doesn’t need to feel much else. 
He is still thinking, turning over this spark in his mind, when the walls around me fall once more into black.
 

 
I choke...choked...am choking...caught inside a fisted clutch of light, an egg-shaped pocket that holds me unflinchingly in place. Inside that heated glow, I birth. The turning planet brings stars past me in a pale swath, sky broken by sharp eyes and lightning flashes, snaking charges of gold and orange and crimson, the late side of the setting sun. 
The pain worsens, a spike that arcs, a taste before it keens steeply up, inexorable, becoming gradually more unbearable, until I am sure my insides will be ripped out, torn into so many pieces there is nothing left. 
Beyond where I lay, a golden ocean beckons. It is familiar. 
He is there too.
I’m sorry, he says. It’s not why I asked for you. I’m sorry, Allie—
Shhh. My voice is steady, somehow apart from the lights clashing, the ghosts winging over both of our heads. Revik, it's all right.
Don't leave me, Allie. Don't leave me alone with this...
The pain worsens again, makes it hard to see. 
Still, the words come easily, without thought or regret.
I won't, I tell him. I never will.
There is a question in this...one that shocks his heart. 
Before I’ve understood either the question or the possible answers, he’s agreed. A surrender lives in that agreement, what is almost shame. He clasps my fingers, and I see tears in his eyes. They bewilder me, touch me somehow through the pain and he pulls me closer until... 
He kisses me. It is a brief kiss. Clumsy, awkward, almost tender...meaning lives there, more meaning than I can comprehend. I feel him agree again.
It feels final that time...like a promise.
A vow, maybe.
Like an ending and a beginning, all at once.
...and then, the night sky disappears.
Above us, light weaves into complicated patterns, in and out like a shuttlecock between silk threads. I have a fleeting impression of time removed. The weaving of the threads grows more and more complicated, more subtle, more intensely beautiful and intimate and connected to my heart. I watch a painting form in the vastness of that sky, a painting of diamond light, in a pattern too breathtaking for words. My struggle stops, even as the pain I felt before melts into warm breath, a feeling of ending that somehow...doesn’t...can’t.
I know, somehow.
I feel it in him, too, a surge of familiar.
The feeling is so dense, I can’t see past it. A timelessness lives in that sense of the familiar, something I can’t explain to myself, something I understand without words, without really understanding it at all.
Something is...different.
I don’t know it yet, but it will never be the same again.
 



 
12
CHANGE
 
 
I sat in a window, balanced toe to heel on the white painted wooden sill. 
My butt had started to numb in the twenty or so minutes since I first fixed my perch, but I liked being balanced on the narrow ledge as I looked out the rain-splattered window. Through the glass lived a world of gray, with charcoal streets and sad-looking trees breaking up long swaths of sidewalk.
A man walked by in a tarp of a raincoat, slowly pushing a shopping cart filled with cans and covered with a blue tarp. He glanced up at the window. 
I held my breath, frozen as he stared at me, but his face looked resigned, his eyes blurred by rain. Gripping the cart’s handlebars, he resumed pushing it down the street, his expression unchanging.
A long, slow, questioning tug slid through my belly.
He was looking for me...it grew urgent briefly. Then it faded back, pulled somewhere else. 
I glanced over at the bed, without turning my head.
Above him hung the tapestry where an angry-faced blue god rode a lion, tongues of flame circling his head in a bright orange and red aura. My eyes shifted to tapestry nearer to me, the one depicting a gold buddha with multiple faces that formed a high cone stretching above his neck. Crowning the stack of extra heads hung a delicate, androgynous face exuding golden light. I found myself looking at that face a lot this morning.
Revik moved then, and my eyes drifted reluctantly down. 
He slept on his back, arms and legs sprawled, his hands and fingers open. I studied the softness of his expression and felt the pulling return, urgent that time, enough to bring the nausea back in a warm flood.
I’d woken to the feeling, and him wrapped around me, half crushing me with his arms and body in sleep. I’d been careful of his hurt shoulder without thinking about it much, but I’d been wrapped around him just as tightly. My face had rested in the hollow of his neck, one of my legs curled around and between his.
I’d been pulling on him unconsciously, as much as he had been me.
It had felt completely natural that his fingers were tangled in my hair, that he’d tugged me closer with that same hand, his other arm wrapped around my back, his mouth brushing my temple in sleep. When I’d stroked his bare arm and chest without thinking, caressing his fingers, he’d let out a low sound, enough to wake me for real...and get me swiftly out of his bed once I realized other parts of him were awake ahead of his mind.
Since then, he’d been looking for me with his light. It wasn’t enough to wake him, just enough to make me sick.
I still hadn’t left.
I couldn’t decide why, but my reasons felt irrational, even to me. I was starving. I needed a shower like I’d never needed one before...I smelled like filthy lake water and my hair had the consistency of matted straw. I wanted clean clothes. I also could be talking to the other seers, the friendlier ones, anyway, and trying to find out more about my mom, Jon and Cass.
Instead I was here, watching him sleep...like some kind of stalker.
The truth was, I couldn’t seem to make myself want to leave, even after I had to go to the bathroom.
Feeling eyes on me, I turned...and nearly fell off my window perch.
Ullysa smiled at me from the doorway, looking like an old movie still with her hair piled on her head and a powder-blue gown clinging to her hips. Turning away from me, she scrutinized Revik clinically.
Without thinking about why, I hopped the rest of the way off the sill and crossed the room, drawing the woman’s eyes back to me.
Ullysa frowned, exuding a faint puzzlement.
That puzzlement didn’t dissipate as she turned to study my light with the same narrow-eyed stare she’d trained on Revik.
“What?” I said quietly when I reached her.
Ullysa shook her head. Then her face broke into a smile of such sincerity that I was taken aback.
“He is better,” she said, clasping my arm with warm fingers. “I am relieved. You did very well with him.”
I blinked into the woman’s violet eyes. “Yeah,” I said. “Good. Look, is there any way I could borrow some clothes? I’m starving too, and a shower—”
“Yes! Of course!” Ullysa squeezed my arm tighter, exuding more warmth. “You may have whatever you wish while you are here, Bridge Alyson! Anything at all!”
“Great.” I smiled back, a little unnerved by her enthusiasm. “I’ll pay you back, once I—”
“No.” The seer waved this off, making a sharp line in the air with her fingers. “There is no need for that...the honor is ours. And Revi' is an old friend.”
My eyes shifted involuntarily to the bed.
I found myself remembering some key details from the night before, things that had somehow managed to skirt my mind all morning. Watching his expression tighten briefly in sleep, along with the fingers of one of his hands, I sighed, more internally than on the outside.
“Yeah,” I said. “I got that part.”
When I glanced back, Ullysa was staring at me again, her odd-colored eyes glowing. She didn’t stare at my face; instead, her focus hovered somewhere just above my head, her eyes holding a kind of wonder. The same intensity and precision shifted back to Revik.
I fidgeted with the doorjamb as she looked at him. It occurred to me that I didn’t want her getting too close to him, not even with her eyes.
Abruptly, Ullysa’s irises clicked back into focus.
She bowed, her expression still holding wonder.
“...Of course, sister. My apologies. Truly.”
I wrapped my arms around my waist, shrugging.
It occurred to me I didn’t know exactly what she was apologizing for.
Ullysa spoke before I could. “How is it that you are feeling yourself, sister?”
I noticed her accent had lost some of its human-like cadence. Maybe she had relaxed some. Or maybe it had something to do with whatever clearly bothered yet excited her about me and Revik.
“Fine.” I tried to unclench my fists, to relax that reflexive but alien vigilance. I couldn’t. “Fine. Just...” I glanced at Revik, stifling the impulse to step directly between him and the woman’s eyes. “I’m fine,” I repeated, succumbing to the impulse by moving a half-step. “...Just tired, I guess. Stinky. Hungry. In desperate need of a shower.”
Ullysa smiled. “Please make yourself at home. We can supply you with anything you need during your stay.”
“Stay?” I felt my face slacken. “How long will we be staying here?”
Ullysa smiled. Her voice turned briefly business-like.
“You two are safe for now,” she said. “...But they found no bodies. In future, if you wish to fake your deaths, I suggest you consult Revi’ first.” Her smile crept out wider, and didn’t seem to have any relation to her actual words.
“...The Rooks know you are here...at least that you were seen together in Seattle. They know about the stolen headset too...it is good you left it in the taxi.” She added cheerfully, “It is better that we wait until they are not watching every route in and out of the city. We are sending seers starting today, to begin to create false trails.”
Watching my eyes, she grinned again.
“Do you have a passport, Bridge Alyson?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“That is easily fixed. Vash also suggested you might use this time to learn more about why you are here...”
I glanced at Revik, feeling his light looking for mine again. I pushed it aside gently, focusing back on the woman.
“Where will I go that I need a passport?” I said.
“There are many places, Bridge Alyson.” The woman’s smile was a grin again. “...Revi’s home is not in this country.”
I flushed, hearing the teasing behind this. The woman must have felt his pull.
“Where does he live? Germany, or—”
“No,” Ullysa said, surprised. “Not Germany...not for many years. He lived in Russia also, I believe...but has maintained a residence in London for over twelve years.” She paused, smiling at me warmly again. “...And it is no trouble at all to keep my light from his, Bridge Alyson. I completely understand.”
My face grew hotter.
Succumbing to the impulse again, I stepped a little more firmly into the woman’s line of sight to Revik.
Rather than causing offense, something in the gesture seemed to touch the other woman immensely. She startled me by touching my face, then kissing my cheek.
She turned as if to leave...then abruptly stopped.
I tensed before my mind supplied me with a reason.
Still polite, Ullysa glanced over my shoulder, a glimmer of asking permission inherent in the brevity of the peek.
“Revi’, darling...did we wake you?”
His answer was low, but made me jump, almost cringe.
“It’s fine,” he said.
“Are you hungry?”
“Yes.”
I took a breath, turned...and found his eyes locked on me. The look in them was narrow, cold, with a veiled hostility that took me aback.
It was unmistakably aimed at me.
Ullysa didn’t seem to notice. “Of course you are,” she smiled. “And congratulations, Revi’...I am touched. Very touched. Good hunting, friend.”
Seeing that Ullysa was close to tears above her smile, I glanced again at Revik, feeling my nerves turn into actual fear when I saw his face. His skin had darkened; it was clear he knew exactly what the woman was talking about and didn’t appreciate the comment at all.
He averted his gaze when it caught mine, folding his arms across his chest.
I couldn’t take my eyes off his face.
Was he blushing?
He bowed slightly to Ullysa. “Thank you.”
Wiping her cheek, the woman smiled, then turned to go.
I found I couldn’t follow her out fast enough. Before I made it through the door, however, Ullysa turned.
“Alyson...where are you going?”
I froze. “Passport. Eggs. Shower...”
“Why don’t you stay here?” she suggested. “We will bring food for you both. It is too early for passports...and the shower can wait.”
I felt like a cornered animal. I glanced at Revik. His eyes were trained out the window, as gray as the sky. I looked back to Ullysa.
“No, actually...it can’t wait. The shower, I mean. Besides, I have to go to the bathroom. And I thought I might talk to you...and some of the others. Maybe learn more about how I’m supposed to kill everyone on the planet...”
“I can talk to you about that,” Revik spoke up.
Startled, I glanced back at him.
He continued to train his eyes out the window, and mine fell involuntarily to his bare upper body, taking in the leanness of his long frame and the banded muscle of his arms, a pale lattice of scars that crept up over one shoulder. He had an armband tattoo just above one bicep, I noticed, something I’d glimpsed in the park without really seeing it. It looked like some kind of writing in blue and black lettering.
I saw the edge of what might have been another tattoo on the shoulder of the same side. He also had the standard barcode tat on his right arm, along with the “H” mark he’d shown me in the park, designating his race-cat.
His body without clothes looked somehow older than the rest of him.
I saw his fingers tighten on his upper arm, and looked away.
“Stay, if you want.” His voice remained flat, formally polite. “Shower, then come back.”
“No,” I said. “You should rest. I can bug someone else.” Seeing him about to answer, I said, “It’s fine, Revik. And I know your friends will want to see you.” I glanced down again. “...Especially when you’re not wearing a shirt.”
His eyes seemed to flinch.
Staring at his long countenance, I found myself briefly lost there.
His eyes were still angry on the surface, but I could see the openness beneath, a vulnerability so much the opposite of his usual expression that I couldn’t help but stare. Remembering him pulling on me moments before, the softness of his face as he held me in sleep, I blinked at the two images superimposed over one another, tried to reconcile them, couldn’t.
My eyes shifted first, meeting Ullysa’s in my attempt to escape his.
Her returning smile held amusement. She folded her thin arms, quirking a pencil-darkened eyebrow at Revik.
Turning, I walked wordlessly out the door. I saw Ullysa’s eyes widen in surprise, just before she moved out of my way.
I didn’t stop walking, didn’t slow down enough to realize I didn’t know where I was going until I’d passed another three doors. I stopped dead then, standing in the darkened corridor.
I was having trouble breathing.
Anxiety clenched my chest.
I held the wall, tried to turn it into anger, like he had.
The pull to go back to him was nearly physical in its intensity. My mind tried to sift through details of the night before. We definitely hadn’t had sex. Anyway, most of these people were prostitutes; sex wouldn’t faze them. I remembered what Kat said about Revik in that regard, and a hot flood of...God, something...tried to blow out my doors, irrational enough to scare me.
It reminded me of seeing Jaden in that bar, of finding myself suddenly holding a bottle decorated with a strange woman’s blood...
Christ. Was it jealousy?
I remembered the seers the night before, what they’d said about Revik...and the stories came back, about seers seducing humans, hooking into human fantasies and delusions until the victims lost themselves entirely inside the seer’s mind. Those stories always made it sound deliberate though, and whatever this was, it didn’t feel like Revik had done it intentionally.
In fact, he seemed to blame me for whatever had occurred.
It didn’t feel like we’d had sex, either...and no matter how battered my body was, or the amount of pyrotechnics in the Barrier, I was still like 98% sure I would have noticed. Besides, it felt like the lack of sex—maybe even the lack of sex with him—was at least part of the problem.
The admission made me feel a little queasy.
Images rose from the night before, confusing me more.
Whatever that had been, it hadn’t felt like a dream, either, and my attempts to convince myself it had been a dream rang hollow. He’d been a Nazi...a married Nazi with a death sentence for murdering another Nazi for screwing his wife.
That guy Terian had been there. I was pretty sure I’d seen them meet for the first time.
The pain in my stomach worsened briefly...the other thing, along with the stress of not knowing how to process any of it.
My eyes drifted up, looking for someplace else to focus my attention.
I stared at a nearby ajar door breaking the dark walls of the corridor, unable to make sense of it for the first few seconds.
Then my eyes refocused on the pink tile floor and walls of a bathroom.
Pushing off the wall, I made my way to that same door, limping as my body’s battered state grew more noticeable. I closed the door behind me, only to stand there indecisively, my back pressed to the heavy wooden door.
Finally, I turned around and sat on the toilet. It wasn’t until I’d relieved myself that it occurred to me that through that whole exchange with Ullysa and Revik, I hadn’t been wearing pants.
Clasping my hands between my bare knees, I let out a strangled laugh.
I sat there for what felt like a long time. My body was unbelievably sore. Not sex sore—just run of the mill falling down a hill after being handcuffed to a car then driving off a bridge and smacking my skull sore.
The nausea worsened as soon as my bladder wasn’t full enough to distract me. I gripped the edge of the pedestal sink, afraid I’d throw up if I tried to stand, trying to come to grips with whatever was wrong with me. It felt like some part of me had been broken and smashed...then reassembled with pieces missing.
Or maybe with new ones woven in with the old...I honestly couldn’t tell.
I still sat there, paralyzed, when Ullysa knocked.
After the second knock, she tried the handle. Opening the door cautiously, she handed through clean clothes and a basket with soap and shampoo. I felt her concern, and once she’d placed everything on the tile, I felt her hesitate, about to speak. Preempting whatever attempt she might make, I reached over with one foot to push the door shut.
Even through the door and intervening corridor, I could feel him.
His anger was still there, pulsing at me, but so was the other, unmistakable now, until the two wove together, impossible to separate as distinct feelings.
He wanted me to come back, I realized with a dim sort of confusion. He was having the same reaction I was, and on more than one level.
For a moment I doubted what I felt, then a sliver of his pain hit me again, weaving into some part of me I couldn’t see, affecting me physically, too. My stomach hurt, but it wasn’t just that. I felt my face flush, my chest and thighs warm...I felt myself start to respond, to reach back in his direction, and I panicked, cutting it off.
His pain worsened, turning almost liquid.
It was unmistakably sexual.
I was still sitting there when he dropped the pretense, asking me openly to return to the room. When I didn’t respond, he pulled on me harder, letting me feel the want behind it, until I clutched the edge of the sink.
Stop it, I thought at him, gasping.
After the barest pause, he receded.
Somehow I remained lost in his light; my skin flushed as I realized the flavor of his thoughts.
He asked me again, politely that time.
When I gave a short laugh, his mind retreated. But not entirely.
I felt him thinking again...just before he started to open his light. I felt emotion expand off him, that near-vulnerability I’d glimpsed in the room. It grew stronger as it mixed with the pain, until it slid into my light...
I panicked, pushing him back.
That time, he withdrew until I barely felt him.
Still flushed, I staggered to my feet, buying myself time by examining the bruises that ran all along my legs and arms. Limping to the tub, I felt about eighty years old as I bent to twist the porcelain shower knobs all the way to hot. As water heated in the ancient pipes, I stood in the basin, shivering. I tried to ignore the waiting I felt behind his silence.
Allie, he sent softly. ...please.
The pull behind it cut my breath.
Pain flickered around the spaces between us, and for an instant, I hesitated, staring at that void, feeling it with him. The lost feeling worsened...
Then I stepped under the hot water.
I let my mind go blank as the smell of steaming hot lake water rose off my hair, sliding off my body like a second skin. I lowered my head as the water beat at it, sending brown, brackish water down the sides of the tub and into the drain.
I felt him watch me as I continued to stand there. His light flickered around mine, silent, waiting.
For a long time, it didn’t move away.
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REJECTION
 
 
I stood before a silhouette target, trying not to feel foolish as I fumbled with the safety of the gun I gripped in both hands. Ullysa told me twice what kind of gun it was, but all I remembered was what Ivy called it—her Baby Eagle. 
Dad had been more of a rifle and shotgun kind of guy. 
“Stop stalling,” Ullysa said. “You have only perhaps a few more days before you and Revi’ must leave here, Esteemed Bridge...” 
I nodded, only half-listening. 
Being here, surrounded by seers, I forgot we were in Seattle most of the time, even as I watched the skyline change from day to night and back again through the windows of the upper floors. It was as though the building and all its contents remained disconnected from their physical location in the middle of the human city. The one thread between it and us was the steady stream of clients for the prostitutes. 
I still couldn’t grasp the extent or prevalence of this kind of thing, meaning, seers living under the radar, smack dab in the middle of human civilization without any controls. I was curious about it, sure, but a little hesitant to ask a lot of questions at this point. I’d already made the mistake of mentioning SCARB once, and managed to silence an entire room.
It had been Kat, of course, who broke the silence.
“Why doesn’t SCARB mind our lack of sponsorship?” the Russian seer said. “Well...perhaps, cub, we do them the courtesy of not killing them out of deference for the preciousness of living light. You see, what you call ‘sponsorship,’ we call slavery...unless you know a way to own a seer’s aleimi without owning the seer? If so, please share it with the rest of us. You truly will be our savior then, oh holiest of Bridges!”
Some in the room hid smiles, but I also saw anger aimed in my direction.
“Would you like sponsorship, cub?” Kat asked then, her lips lifted in a cold smile. “Shall we call SCARB for you? Perhaps they mind your lack of sponsorship now, eh?”
Only later did I muster the nerve to ask Ullysa what aleimi meant.
Turned out, aleimi was the seer word for the light bodies I’d seen behind the Barrier, those structures and geometries I’d seen on Revik and other seers when he’d brought me into that other place. They also called it ‘light’ more generally, or ‘living light.’
Ullysa further defined aleimi as, “the ability to carry light.” When I asked if this was like ‘soul,’ she shook her head. She said that humans and seers were equal in soul, but they differed in this ability to carry and manipulate light. No direct translation of the word existed in English, she said. It was strictly a seer word.
I was learning that even their language had a Barrier component, meaning words that contained meanings that required an ability to see with the added structures in their light. Generally speaking, their words carried more compound meanings and nuances in general, with one of their words needing two or three to translate into English. Ullysa said more about this, about words being symbols and all symbols having unspoken layers that exist inside a shared cultural understanding. Since more than half of all shared seer understanding came from Barrier-consciousness—a split consciousness unshared by humans—translation of many of their core symbols to human language remained literally impossible.
I even understood this, in part.
I’m not sure how understanding it helped me, though.
Ullysa and I now stood in a cement, sound-proof bunker that had been built into the hill itself, complete with a firing range and rows of storage lockers that held everything from ammunition to plant seeds to casks of water and enough food for everyone in the building to eat for at least a few years. Ullysa jokingly referred to it as their “ark.”
She stood behind me, looking like a movie star even in protective glasses and with soundproofing mufflers over her ears.
“You should let Revi’ help you with this,” she said loudly over the sound-deadeners, repeating herself for the fifth time.
I nodded, staring at the target.
When Ullysa clicked at me, I glanced over at her face.
“Why will you not speak to him?”
“I really don’t want to bother him right now, Ullysa,” I said.
“Why?” the woman said, exasperated. “Because of Kat? You threw her at him, and now you complain when he uses her to cope with—”
“Hey!” I held up a hand. “Come on! I really don’t need to know about his ‘coping’ methods, if that’s all right with you...”
With Ullysa, I’d given up pretending I didn’t care where he slept.
That very first morning I’d woken up in Seattle, I’d entered the kitchen after my shower, wearing borrowed clothes and following the smell of coffee and faintly burned toast. There, Kat and two others, Ivy and the African-looking seer from the night before, looked up from where they lounged on barstools, leaning on a high, marble counter next to platters of eggs and toast. Ullysa followed me inside the kitchen, too, almost as though she’d been waiting for me to vacate the bathroom.
I avoided Kat’s stare, focusing on the eggs and trying not to notice that I could still feel Revik, like a faint scent in my light.
Briefly, hunger had overshadowed the other thing I felt.
All three seers looked up when Ullysa entered the kitchen behind me, but it was the African-looking one who focused right off on the empty space above my head, presumably noticing the same thing that had captivated Ullysa earlier. After scanning me thoroughly with a sharp gaze, she glanced at Ullysa with raised eyebrows, then at Ivy.
Ivy only smiled, making a shrug-like gesture with her hand before lifting a mug of coffee to her lips.
Kat gaped above my head in open disbelief.
“He’s awake,” I said. I met Kat’s eyes. “You can see him, if you want.”
Ullysa stiffened. Shock wafted palpably off her light.
The African woman and Ivy had exchanged looks as well. None of them spoke, but I felt their minds crackle around me. My words snapped Kat back to her usual hard demeanor.
Even so, her smile had the faintest bit of surprise in it as well.
“Thanks, worm...I accept.”
Her choice of words hit me strangely. Still, I didn’t speak as she rose to her feet. She walked out of the room, not bothering to close her robe as she brushed by me on her way out. The African-looking seer left too, but her eyes held as much puzzlement as Ullysa’s, and it didn’t feel as though she were following Kat.
Ivy stayed.
She and Ullysa remained silent as they piled eggs and toast on a plate for me and poured me a cup of coffee, shoving cream and sugar within my reach.
Ivy finally broke the silence.
“He might not like that,” she said tentatively. “Even if the two of you have decided to wait to complete things...he still might not like what you did.”
I halted a forkful of eggs halfway to my mouth.
“I just meant...” Ivy looked at me apologetically, shrugging with one hand. “You offering him to Kat. Even if you are trying to be generous, he might take it...wrong.”
She hesitated, looking to Ullysa for help.
Ullysa was more direct.
“Ivy is right,” she said. “It is rejection. More than that...for a seer, it is overt insult. Are you angry with him?”
I stared between them, gripping my coffee mug. I cleared my throat.
“No,” I said.
Ullysa finished pouring herself a glass of juice. Not doing a very good job of hiding her puzzlement, she clicked softly, exhaling in a sigh.
“Alyson, perhaps the circumstances are not clear to you. Males are quite vulnerable after. Given his history, Revi’, in particular, will have trouble with this...even without Kat there.” She studied my eyes and face, and her expression softened. That same softness reached her voice. She clasped my arm warmly. “Please do not take him personally right now, sister...or do anything rash. He agreed, the same as you. There are no ‘mistakes’ with these things. Give him time to adjust. He is perhaps not reacting to this in the way you imagine...”
At my silence, Ullysa glanced at Ivy.
Gesturing delicately then, she added, “If he has asked to wait to complete things, as Ivy said, it is likely logistical only. He may wish for a construct in a more secluded location, away from other seers. Revi’ can be quite traditional, in his way.” She exchanged a wry smile with Ivy. “In any case, be assured, sister...the delay won’t be for long.”
I looked between them again, feeling my sense of unreality worsen, even as my pulse turned rapidly into a hummingbird’s.
Ullysa’s smile faded.
She and Ivy exchanged another glance, this one worried.
Ullysa said, “Surely you must sense some portion of...what occurred?”
I felt my face redden, wondering again if Revik and I had had sex in some kind of seer-induced coma. I was about to ask, when Ullysa cut me off.
“No,” she said decisively. “You must speak to Revi’.”
“But you just said—”
“It is absolutely not our place to explain this. He would be furious with us, if the two of you have not spoken of it yet. And rightfully so.”
I looked at Ivy, who only nodded, eyes serious.
“You should do it soon,” Ullysa added. “No matter what he says.” Her violet eyes met mine, hardening as her voice darkened. “Kat will not be able to help him with this for long, sister...and I won’t have you retaliating, not in my home.”
She gestured sharply, as if in judgment.
“...It was an open offer. We both saw it. If you let it happen now, you have absolutely no recourse if he accepts.”
At the serious look in both women’s eyes, a kind of fear grew in me, but not one that impelled me into movement, even though they both seemed to be waiting for me to leave. I had no intention of chasing down Kat.
If he didn’t want her there, he could damned well tell her himself.
What I hadn’t wanted to think about, though, was the other reason. The one where if I did go into that room, I’d have to explain to Revik why I didn’t want Kat there. I’d sworn off the jealousy thing after Jaden...and the possessiveness thing, and the trying to control what other people did thing.
As I pictured Kat in there with him, though, the pain came back in a sharp swell...along with fear, a sudden realization that I didn’t really want to think about why I’d decided not to take him up on his offer of sex before breakfast. For that’s what it had been, I realized blankly. He’d asked me back to the room for sex...and he’d barely had the self-restraint to be polite about it.
When I didn’t move, Ullysa sighed again.
That had been over a week ago.
When I’d finally returned to the bedroom with the orange walls, later that same day, Revik was no longer in it. No one came out and said anything, but it was pretty clear I’d committed some kind of major faux pas.
Ullysa’s voice jerked my mind back to the present.
“Are you going to try?” Ullysa said, exasperated. “Or will you simply stand there? With all respect, I have other things that need doing, Esteemed Bridge.”
I raised the gun half-heartedly, aiming at the dark human outline in paper hanging from a clip attached to a mechanized pulley about twenty feet away. Forcing my mind to a blank, I steadied the gun with my other hand and fired off three shots. Each one threw both of my arms back into their shoulder sockets.
When the sound died, I refocused on the target, lowering the gun.
Only one bullet had even hit the white paper, and that was a tear in one corner that even I had to admit was likely dumb luck.
Clicking at me, seer-fashion, Ullysa held out her hand.
“Give it to me.”
I handed over the gun, swinging my arm to get the kink out of my shoulder. Something caused me to glance back as I did it, and my breath caught.
Revik stood by the door, his long body leaning against the frame. His eyes narrowed, focused on mine, then shifted to the paper target.
He raised an eyebrow.
I felt my face flush. Wiping a few strands of hair out of my eyes, I found I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I finally stuffed them in the pockets of the jeans Ullysa had lent me. I focused back on her, trying to listen.
“Watch,” Ullysa said, raising the gun. “You are closing your eyes...and jerking every time you squeeze the trigger. You are not even looking at the target, Allie! There is no way you would hit it like that.”
I nodded, feeling Revik’s eyes on me still.
“Revi’ told me your father taught you to shoot—”
“Rifles.” I heard the defensiveness in my own voice. “...And I was a kid. I never took it up as a hobby.”
“Well, fine. But with a rifle you also must aim...with your eyes open. And it is normal to flinch, but you must train yourself not to jerk.”
I nodded again, then glanced back in spite of myself.
Revik had vanished from the doorway.
I felt a pang that made it hard to breathe.
I’d never been the mooning type, not even with Jaden, so it made me crazy how I found myself reacting to him. Worse, it felt completely outside of my control. He was even starting to look different to me...and definitely not worse, unfortunately.
Maybe I really did have Stockholm Syndrome.
I felt Ullysa watching me, a curious look on her face. I waved the weapon away with a grimace when the beautiful seer offered it.
“Forget it. I don’t think guns are my cup of tea, ‘Llysa.”
“You must learn, Alyson.”
“Maybe some other time.”
Ullysa frowned, glancing at the door. For an instant, her eyes slid out of focus. When they clicked back, she frowned again, muttering under her breath. She indicated toward the target with her free hand.
“Once more. Please.”
Sighing, I caved, taking the gun. Once more. Right.
I raised it to eye level, pointing it resignedly at the target.
As I concentrated on aiming that time, however, a grid appeared behind my eyes...not dissimilar to the grid I’d seen while driving, the one Revik had shown me. I felt him with this one too, and flinched...but he held me in place, almost as if he stood behind me, gripping my arms.
Just watch, he sent. Trust me.
I bit my lip, but forced myself to relax.
In the middle of that grid, a sharp spot of light hovered near the target.
I fought not to react as his presence retreated, leaving me standing there, shaking and a little sick-feeling, staring at the grid and that sharp spot of light. Once I relaxed a little more, I saw that the grid originated from one of the geometrical shapes above my own head. I aligned the grid and the sharp bright spot with the silhouette on the paper.
“Gently,” Ullysa said.
I glanced at her in surprise. I’d forgotten she was there.
I started to pull out of the Barrier, but a faint pressure told me to stay.
So he hadn’t left entirely.
Aligning the grid once more, I forced a deep breath...and squeezed the trigger.
Inside the Barrier, there was no need to flinch.
Without clicking out of that calm state, I aligned the grid over a different part of the silhouette, firing again. I fired a third time, and a fourth. It all seemed to happen slow, like in a dream, but when I opened my eyes, the corridor between me and the target still drifted with smoke.
Ullysa laughed aloud, clapping her hands.
I stared at the target. Four neat holes punctuated the head, chest and abdomen of the shadowy outline. For a bare instant, I flushed in elation, tinged with a near relief that I’d finally managed to hit something, and that I might even be able to repeat the trick on my own.
Then I found myself really looking at the outline of the silhouette. My excitement faded.
I was practicing killing people.
Behind me, I felt his presence withdraw. It left gradually, almost reluctantly, leaving a faint whisper of nausea in its wake.
 

 
“Any more news of Jon or Cass?” I said.
I didn’t wait for an answer before plopping down on the enormous, faux-suede couch in front of the wall-length monitor. The feeds ran as a gentle hum on that same monitor, the sound low, text running beneath flickering and morphing images.
Mika flopped down heavily beside me, gesturing what I now knew to be a “yes” in seer sign language.
We had just come from the kitchen. She handed me a glass of grapefruit juice and half a sandwich filled with something called iresmic, a chutney-like spread made by seers, so weird-tasting in the extreme. Still, it was better than most of the stuff they’d tried to give me, half of which made me gag outright.
Mika, who was the same, short, Chinese-looking seer from that first night I’d gotten there, gestured at the monitor.
“Your friends have been moved by the government,” she said. “Your mother, too. It is good, Allie...it means they are handling it through the humans.” Mika rolled her eyes, smiling faintly as she finished swallowing her bite of sandwich. “...It is the Rooks’ new favorite toy, to call everyone a terrorist.”
I tried to smile back. I couldn’t quite feel the same relief the seers did at my mom and brother in a federal prison.
“I suppose breaking them out is out of the question?” I said.
Mika laughed, poking me in the ribs with a finger. “You human-borns are all the same. It is all pow-pow with guns...”
“Yeah,” I said, exhaling. “That’s me. Gun girl.”
Mika smiled, but her eyes remained serious. “The Rooks have infiltrators all over the human government, Allie...and in every branch of law enforcement. It would be very dangerous for your family if we were to try such a thing. They will let them out soon. Our intelligence tells us that your mother should be out in a few days...maybe less. And in some ways, they are safer in there. The other humans may harass them once they are out.”
I frowned, not really reassured by that, either.
From above us rose a loud bang, like someone knocking a table to the floor.
I glanced up, then back at Mika.
When the seer didn’t react, I forced a shrug.
“Yeah,” I said. “I figured there was a reason.”
“We will monitor the situation closely.” Mika hesitated, then added, “I know Dehgoies feels very responsible...”
I looked back at the television, keeping my face neutral. “I really don’t know enough about what he could have done differently to blame him,” I said honestly. “Anyway, he didn’t make me a seer. I don’t know why he thinks this is all on him.”
Mika patted my leg. “We will get them out as soon as they are released. Do not worry, Bridge Alyson.”
The banging above us started up again.
It grew louder, more rhythmic, broken by thick female cries.
I glanced up, then smiled wanly at Mika. “Someone’s having fun.”
Mika clicked in irritation, shaking her head. “Kat...always Kat. ‘Llysa should give her a soundproof room, or at least one away from the common areas. Poor Ivy...their rooms are next to one another.”
She noticed my expression then, and her irritation faded.
“Oh. Sorry, Allie.”
I shook my head, taking another bite of the sandwich and chewing.
Mika sighed, staring back at the ceiling. “It is not you, you know. She would never admit it, but she has always been weak for him.”
I let the sandwich drop to my lap, suddenly not hungry at all.
Mika clicked her tongue. “It is no excuse. She would not be doing this if you had been raised seer. If it were me, she would wake up missing an ear.”
Briefly, I was tempted to press it. If anyone might tell me what was really going on with me and Revik, it was Mika. I’d already asked her, of course, but every seer in the place had taken some kind of vow of silence. Mika at least seemed to feel bad about not telling me.
I forced a smile. “Wow,” I said finally. “Remind me not to piss you off.”
Mika only made an irritated sound, aiming it at the ceiling.
Hesitating, I started to ask, but she gave me a direct look.
“I can’t, Allie,” she said. “I really can’t. Please don’t ask me.”
I gave her a wan smile, nodding. It had crossed my mind more than once that Revik had made them all take some kind of blood oath not to tell me anything. But that seemed paranoid.
“No,” Mika said, glancing at me again. “It’s not.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but she cut me off.
“I can’t tell you, Allie,” she said, sighing with a soft clicking sound. “We all promised. You will have to ask him.” Mika gazed up at the ceiling when the banging started up again. Her voice grew apologetic.
“It could be a customer.”
“At ten in the morning?”
“It could be.”
I didn’t argue. When the cries got louder, I glanced deliberately at the clock. Placing what was left of my sandwich on the ceramic platter, I nodded to Mika.
“I need to get going. Thanks for the food.”
Mika looked at my barely-touched sandwich, then up at the ceiling. “You going to play with guns again?”
“No guns. Sight training. Ullysa’s turn to make me throw up while I try to block her and can’t.”
“You’ll get better,” Mika said, sympathetic. “It’s like that for all of us at first. Only we’re younger...you know.”
I tried to ignore the sounds coming through the ceiling. “Even Ullysa says I’m learning slow. All those years of human conditioning...”
“She says that,” Mika said. “And Ullysa acts like she is a novice, but she is really good at finding holes.”
The cries above grew louder once more, even as the banging slowed, punctuated by more masculine groans.
I cleared my throat. “Can I practice on you later?” I said.
“Sure. My first customer is at four.”
Nodding, I rose deliberately to my feet. I made a point of moving slow, but still felt like I walked too quickly from the room, heading for the nearest corridor without paying too much attention to where it led. I was about two hours too early to meet Ullysa, so decided to go to the compound’s small temple, look at some of the paintings, maybe read more of the old books they had lying around in there.
As I passed the industrial-sized kitchen, though, I saw movement and paused, peering through the swinging doors.
The kitchen itself was huge, even for the size of the building. One wall consisted of an oven range with ten or so burners, two stainless steel refrigerators and rows of cabinets and counter space. A massive, wooden chopping block crouched by two porcelain sinks, and in the middle of the room stood the high, marble table where I’d sat that first morning, polished to a mirror-like sheen and surrounded by barstools.
Revik stood by one of the cabinets. His shirt hung open on his shoulders as he moved cans around.
I stared at him. I was still staring when he turned.
He flinched slightly when he saw me there, then stared back, his pale eyes shining faintly in the kitchen’s lights. I watched him reach for his own shirt. He buttoned it up while I watched, still not really looking at me.
“What?” he said finally. “What is it, Allie?”
I fought to suppress the feeling that rose in me, couldn’t.
It was relief, but more than that. From his face, I could tell he felt it, too...and that it startled him. His eyes flickered between mine, wary, but I saw something else there, too.
“Allie?” he said. His voice got lower. “Tell me.”
For a second, I hesitated. I glanced down the hallway, then back at him. 
I did want to talk to him, though. I didn’t know how, exactly, but I was more tired of the impasse between us than I knew how to express. I heard voices in the corridor, heading in our direction, and glanced at him again, feeling like the moment was about to pass. When I saw the wary look sharpen in his eyes, I found myself thinking about Kat, what I’d told myself about staying out of his business, leaving him alone.
He continued staring at me as the voices got louder. I forced a smile, my nerves rising in spite of myself when it occurred to me he was probably reading my mind again.
I felt a faint whisper of anger on him.
Backing away, I shook my head, stepping away from the doorway.
“Sorry, I just...” I shook my head again. “Sorry.”
I had just let go of the door when his voice rose.
“Allie. Wait.”
I came to a stop, in surprise as much as anything.
He exhaled when I turned, running his fingers through his dark hair. For a moment he only stood there. Then he looked up, meeting my gaze.
“Do you play chess, Allie?” he said.
His voice was low, almost stiffly polite.
I continued to stare at him. “Chess?”
“Yes.” He motioned vaguely towards the marble bar, his accent thicker. “There is a board. We could play. Eat lunch.”
I hesitated, but only for another few heartbeats. “Yeah,” I said. “Great.”
“Are you hungry?” he said. “I could make us something.”
I thought of the sandwich in the other room, then pushed it from my mind.
“Sure,” I said. “Whatever you’re having.”
I just stood there as he poured a large can of soup into a pot. He put it on the burner and lit the flame, then walked to a cabinet on the other side of the kitchen. I remained by the door as he pulled out a wooden chessboard that folded with hinges on the side, the black and white pieces housed within. He opened up the box on the marble bar, and started to pull out the pieces when I took another breath, and walked up to where he stood.
“I can do that,” I said, feeling my cheeks warm. “You’re making food.”
He hesitated a bare instant, then put down the piece he was holding.
“Okay.”
He retreated to the stove while I set up the board. I toyed with asking him other things. Maybe something about the sight training with Ullysa, or the gun range trick he taught me, or more about me being the Bridge. Finally I settled on,
“You want to be black or white?”
When he looked over his shoulder, he surprised me with a faint humor in his eyes.
“You’re the Bridge,” he said. “You have to be white.”
“Really?” I said, smiling back. “Why is that?”
“The White One,” he said. “It is another name.” Seeing my puzzlement, he gestured vaguely, facing the stove. “You know. You mentioned horses. The Bridge is the white horseman.” He glanced back, bowing slightly.
“...Woman,” he amended. “Horsewoman.”
I smiled again, but the comment stayed with me as I sat there. I remembered something about that, actually, about each horse being a different color. White, red, black. Then there was the fourth one, the one I could never remember...
“Pale,” he spoke up from the stove.
I nodded again. “Yeah. Death, right?”
When he didn’t say anything, I just sat there, trying to relax as he finished warming the soup. Pouring the contents of the pot into two bowls, he pulled spoons from a drawer and walked everything over to the bar, setting one of each beside me.
“You want anything to drink, Allie?”
“No,” I said. “...Thanks. This is great.”
When he nodded, his face still, I hesitated, wanting to say more.
I picked up the bowl instead. I was a little relieved to see it was regular old crappy human soup, like I was used to. Blowing on a spoonful to cool it, he motioned towards the board, using his fingers that held the spoon.
“White moves first,” he said.
I swallowed my mouthful, nodding, then put down the bowl.
It crossed my mind that the chances were good that he would kick my ass in this, too, given that there had to be a sight component to chess, just like there was with everything else. Still, a smile rose to my lips as I focused on the board, hearing the soft chink of his spoon as he ate.
Pausing, I glanced around the kitchen. My eyes found one of the embroidered thankahs hanging on the wall, a golden buddha with peaceful eyes.
Under it, on a small shelf stood a lit candle.
It crossed my mind that he’d done that, too, after Mika and I left.
I’ve never been a Buddhist or anything, or even religious, but for some reason, that touched me, too.
I moved my first pawn. Watching Revik’s eyes narrow on the board, the bowl of soup balanced in his hand, I smiled again.
I didn’t let myself think too clearly about why.
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VANCOUVER
 
 
He’d beaten me outside. 
I stood in a doorway below the street, blinking against the tired rain of a Seattle afternoon. He threw a leg over the back of a motorcycle as I watched, and my nerves rose even more.
We were leaving.
Almost four weeks had gone by since I’d first woken up in bed with him.
Things were better with us now, yeah, but they still weren’t exactly normal. We were polite to one another. We played chess. In fact, we’d played at least a dozen games by then, although we still barely talked while we played. I hadn’t managed to beat him in a single game. In fact, I suspected playing me bored him in terms of the game itself, but he still offered whenever he saw me, maybe just because it was easier than us talking.
I suppose he did it mainly to try and ease things with us a little.
I’d begun to wonder if we were ever going to leave Seattle. But in monitoring the activity of the Rooks and SCARB and the Sweeps and whoever else, a group of seers somewhere in Asia finally decided it was time for Revik and I to push on. The main news channels still ran “special reports” that showcased images of the car chase up 101 north, along with scuba divers and scows dredging Lake Washington for the GTX and our bodies.
Revik didn’t appear on any of these.
I, on the other hand, was all over them. I’d been the one accused of killing cops and...more oddly...a doctor at San Francisco General. They named me openly as a seer terrorist and showed my true face on the feeds. The one picture I’d seen of Revik showed an avatar only, and called him a “potential accomplice” without using his name.
On the plus side, in not a single report about “Allie the terrorist” did I hear any mention of what happened in the diner, with Jon. If anyone knew or suspected I was telekinetic, they were keeping it really quiet.
Another thing in the plus column: my mother had been released.
Mika assured me that they had people watching her house, to make sure the Rooks left her alone now that she was free. I hadn’t heard anything directly about Jon yet, but Ullysa and Ivy seemed confident that he would come out of this unscathed, too.
Still, I never really relaxed.
It wasn’t all Revik, or even the never-ending physical discomfort since that morning when we woke up in bed together. I was an outsider here, and I knew it. Most of the time, I couldn’t forget it for more than a few seconds in a stretch.
More than that, they all seemed to take the Bridge thing a little too seriously. As a result, even when they saw me as a fellow seer, I wasn’t really one of them. I was something else, and I felt it in every word they said to me, every time I saw their faces grow more closed when I was around, even though Mika and a few of the others, including Ullysa, tried to befriend me.
I’d gotten a lot more on the Bridge thing, though, mostly from Revik, and mostly during our frequent, if one-sided, chess matches. It was one topic he seemed pretty comfortable talking about with me. Revik told me that the symbol of The Bridge was part of their Myth of Three, where they believed some kind of apocalypse happened for each of the humanoid races. Humans, who were nearing the point of their own apocalypse, would be given a group of beings to aid them through that transition, just like the other races had been.
The Bridge supposedly led that group of beings.
Thus the cracks about the four horsemen...which I think Revik meant mostly as a joke, although it was hard to tell with him. I could tell there was some seriousness to his teasing, too. He would drop things, here and there, that let me know he believed in the whole Bridge thing as much as the others, even if he seemed to see me differently.
According to Revik, the human myths were pretty far from those of the seers, in terms of their meaning, but honestly, I wasn’t sure if that relieved me or not, since I didn’t really understand either.
I spent the vast majority of my time in Seattle in my room...that is, when I wasn’t practicing with the Baby Eagle, playing chess, or learning sight tricks with Ullysa. Alone, I found myself drawing mostly, or reading texts about seers that Ullysa translated to English for me via some software program she had on her headset.
Now I stood outside, feeling even more like the outsider.
Ullysa and her band of merry seer-hookers hadn’t been super-informative about the whole thing around me and Revik, but they had a lot to tell me about maneuvering in the world as a renegade seer. I had new passports, visas, local ident cards...even a forged birth certificate saying I was Yolanda Emily Paterson from Phoenix, Arizona, born a few months and four years before my actual birthday, which my mom made up anyway.
I wore prosthetics on my nose, cheeks and forehead, and contacts that turned my eyes brown, all of which were uncomfortable...and sunglasses. My hair had been cut to jaw length and dyed burgundy, thanks to Ivy and the African-looking seer, whose name turned out to be Yarli. Both of them quizzed me about Phoenix the whole time they did my hair and make-up, until they felt I knew enough to be able to pass.
They asked me what languages I spoke, which was none apart from English and kitchen Spanish, and what countries I’d been to, which was nowhere but Mexico as a kid.
Ivy, who was in charge of my paperwork, also asked Ullysa if we wanted to avoid “the usual places,” to which Ullysa said yes.
The usual places, I found out later, was a list of cities and countries in which the Rooks maintained a heavy presence. It included, among others, Romania, Switzerland, Syria, Argentina, Nigeria, Malaysia, South Africa, Guyana and Laos, and the cities of Orlando, Berlin, Bejing, Salt Lake, Tel Aviv, Helsinki, Portland, Nashville, São Paulo, Moscow, Dubai, Nassau, Zagreb, New York, Las Vegas, Barcelona and Akron, Ohio.
Not surprisingly, Washington D.C. also made the list.
Approaching the motorcycle warily, I stared at Revik’s back.
Giving me a bare glance, he motioned for me to get on behind him, so I stepped closer, then threw a leg over and eased onto the leather seat. My fingers touched his jacket for balance as he moved the bike upright. He clicked over the ignition, and I saw him wince as he stepped sharply down on the pedal.
He did it a few times before the motor caught.
“Are you okay?” I said.
It was a lame attempt at an entry point. I couldn’t be sure he’d even heard me over the revving engine. Picking up a dark blue helmet resting on the gas tank in front of him, he handed it to me.
“Revik,” I said, fighting exasperation a little. “Is this really the best way to do this? You were half dead a few weeks ago—”
“Put it on, Allie. Hold onto me.”
Feeling sick already, I tugged my hair out of my face before stuffing the padding over my head. Arranging my bangs so I could see, I fumbled with the straps under my chin.
I considered trying again with him, then gave up, realizing I’d have to focus at least half of my energy on not throwing up while riding with him anyway.
Finishing with the helmet, I slid my arms around him, gripping tighter as he shifted his weight back to center.
The nausea didn’t get worse. In fact, it was nowhere near as bad as I’d feared in gearing up for this. Realizing it must be something he was doing, I went into the Barrier slightly and stretched out my light towards his. Carefully, I felt over the edges of a curved glass-like surface around him...until he used some part of his aleimi to shove me off.
It wasn’t subtle.
I kept my light off his as best as I could after that.
I watched him slide a handgun into a holster in his boot, covering it with his pant leg.
Ullysa approached the bike, laying a hand on his arm.
“Be careful, Revi',” she said as he holstered another gun under his jacket. I knew she spoke aloud for my benefit. “My people will meet you at the airport, but you are alone until then.” She looked at me, pointed at the space between my eyes. “Do not go into the Barrier, sister. Do what Revi’ tells you...this is his job.”
I nodded, biting back annoyance at being spoken to like a child.
They’d been over this with me a hundred times.
Ullysa kissed Revik’s palm in goodbye before he started putting on gloves. I focused on the line of seers standing outside in robes and shawls, a thin veil of moisture on each face.
I recognized Yarli, the African-looking woman with the kind eyes, and Mika under her hood. Then I saw Kat walking towards the bike, wearing nothing but a gold kimono and bamboo clogs. I watched her light brown eyes slide over Revik. A swell of pain hit me; my fingers clenched the thick leather of his jacket. The woman only smiled wider, walking up to him and throwing her arms around his neck.
I barely had time to back away.
I slid to the rear of the long seat, not looking at them or at the line of seers watching as he returned Kat’s kiss. I felt pain waft off him as he fell into it, saw Kat press her body into his, her hand between his legs. Once I saw that much, I turned, staring at the brick of the alley wall until they finished. It seemed to take a long time.
Finally, Kat walked away, but not before she grinned over her shoulder at me.
“See you, cub. Thanks for the loan.”
I bit my lip. I felt Revik watching me, his light cautious. When he didn’t look away, I faced him directly.
“Don’t worry, Revi’,” I said bitingly. “...I’m sure they have plenty of whores in Canada, too.”
That time, there was no question as to whether he had heard. Something rose in his eyes, a kind of furious disbelief, but it disappeared as soon I saw it.
By the time I thought about it enough to regret speaking, he’d already shoved a helmet over his head and locked the strap.
Revving the motor a last time, he took his feet off the ground, forcing me to make a grab at his jacket to stay on the bike as he accelerated out of the alley.
 

 
I clung to his waist, feeling like my skull might vibrate out of my skin...or simply break apart like sandstone, leaving a pool of wet dust inside the helmet.
Resting my bulky head on his back, I watched the sun begin its descent into the water through a bug-speckled visor, feeling another rush of gratitude towards Ullysa for forcing the down jacket and scarf on me, in addition to the gloves.
Revik only stopped the bike once, and as angry as he might have been at me, I suspected it was for my benefit. After using the cement-block restroom and washing my face, I’d stood in the picnic area swinging my arms while he walked a wide circle on the grass, ignoring me studiously.
Normally, the ride to Vancouver took only three or so hours from Seattle. Because we took back roads for a border crossing further east, it took us closer to seven.
I raised my head as the bike slowed.
He came to a stop, placing his feet on the ground at the end of one of several lines of vehicles. RVs, trailers and cars started and stopped before a widened section of road bridged with glass booths.
Seeing the Canadian flag snapping overhead, I felt a jump in my stomach. Revik lifted his feet, hitting the gas to roll us forward when the line shifted another spot.
He glanced back at me for the first time since we’d left.
“If we encounter a problem,” he said through the helmet. “It will be here.”
I adjusted my arms around him. “How likely is that?”
“They won’t be watching from the physical.” He paused, thinking. “Well. It is unlikely. Canada is too obvious.”
“And if it isn’t too obvious?”
He continued to look at me. I couldn’t see any part of him through the tinted visor. He shrugged.
“So why can’t you use the Barrier?” I said.
“Because it is easy to watch multiple places in shifts from the Barrier,” he said. “There are not enough seers to go everywhere in person...not even for the Rooks...and it is wholly unnecessary. They will watch from the Barrier, circulate our pictures to humans...and wait for me to resurface. They know I cannot stay out of the Barrier forever.”
“Why not?”
“Because eventually I have to sleep,” he said.
I fell silent, watching cars inch forward. A little boy in a minivan gripped his hands into fists as he stared at me and Revik, turning them towards himself rhythmically, lips puckered as he made Vroom, Vroom noises.
“So how do you know they won’t be waiting for us here?” I said.
Revik sighed, staring up at the sky. “I don’t,” he said. “But there are advantages to Canada that made it worth the risk. I am registered through their branch of Seer Containment, what you call SCARB. I will come up green in a regular scan, at least until they revoke my status. Ullysa assured me they had not.”
“So what about me? They must have facial recognition software, right?” My panic rose. “And my implant—”
“Has been altered. We told you this, Allie.” Revik sighed. “We have people on the inside, too. The electronic security doesn’t worry me. It is easy to tamper with...and they told me which lines to use for the crossing. By the time they found us that way, it would already be too late.”
Stumped, I tried to incorporate this information into my more nameless fear. Before I could think of another question, it was our turn. Revik pulled the bike up to the booth.
A man wearing a black uniform stepped out from behind the glass.
He held out a hand.
“Passports.”
Revik reached into his inner jacket pocket, handing them over wordlessly. The guard motioned towards Revik’s face, and Revik unstrapped the helmet, tugging it off his head. I sat back, reaching up shakily to do the same. I kept my expression flat as I pulled mine off, aware at once of my sweat-damp hair as the Canadian-Washington wind blew at the back of my neck. I hoped my nerves didn’t show, but knew from my previous inability to hold any kind of poker face that they probably did.
The guard sniffled in the cold, wiping his nose with one gloved hand. He looked at me. I got a whisper of familiarity as his eyes lingered on my face. He stared at Revik, scrutinizing him more closely. He was probably checking our implants through his headset as he stared, but his expression didn’t waver.
“What is your purpose in Canada?” he said.
“Tourist.” The word was out of Revik’s mouth before I’d heard the question.
“Any food with you? Fruits or vegetables?”
“No.”
“Weapons?”
“No weapons. Only clothes.”
“Why no headsets?” He pointed at Revik’s ear. “No phones?”
Revik smiled, glancing at me. “We wanted to go without. Vacation. Is that a problem?”
The guard frowned again. He stepped closer, looking at both photos, then back at mine. I felt more than saw Revik’s fingers stray to his boot. The man’s eyes were dark blue, kind, a little sad. I didn’t want Revik to hurt him.
“We’re visiting my friend,” I blurted out. “My best friend from school. She married a mountie, can you believe it? He’s got a horse and everything...one of those hats! I couldn’t make the wedding, but the pictures were hilarious, so...” My face warmed. “Well, not to you, I guess.” I laughed, blushing deeper. “Well, I promised we’d visit, but my boss is a dick...you know how it is. I didn’t want him to be able to track us to see if I’m really sick, so I talked Roy here into leaving our ‘sets, and...hey, I hope that wasn’t rude, that thing I said about mounties? They’re just so cute in those red jackets. I didn’t mean anything, honestly...”
The guard’s eyes flickered in surprise.
Revik stiffened, his hand now on my thigh. His fingers gripped me tighter, wanting me to be silent, but I kept my smile on the guard, seeing his blue eyes soften.
“No, ma’am...no offense taken.”
“Do you ever ride a horse?” I asked ludicrously.
“When the mood takes me, sure.” His smile relaxed, his eyes on mine, and now warm with a different kind of interest. He gave Revik a regretful look. “Well, be careful then.” He tipped his hat. “You tell your friend congratulations for me.”
“Thanks!” I beamed. “And you...get some hot chocolate or something. You look like you’re catching a cold.”
He chuckled again. “I’ll see if I can’t do that, ma’am.”
Revik glanced at me. I saw a smile on his lips just before he stuffed his dark head in the helmet, laying his hands on the handles. The guard stepped closer, not looking at Revik at all now. I took the passports and zipped them up in my jacket pocket. I stuck my head in my own helmet. As we pulled away from the booth, I saw the guard looking after me. He raised a hand in salute and I waved back, then clutched at Revik in alarm when he gunned the accelerator.
“Don’t push it!” he said loudly.
I laughed and, wonder of wonders, felt him smile.
He hit the gas harder and the bike leapt forward. 
By then, the sun had dipped below the horizon. Fire-red clouds spread out over the ocean, and the sky behind them was dark indigo, almost the color of the Barrier.
 

 
He banked a few hours later, pulling us off a Vancouver city street and onto a small highway. He took another ramp just before the fork to Lions Gate Bridge.
I glimpsed a sign pointing to the forested dark of Stanley Park.
Exhausted, I gripped him in a desperation borne of fear that I might loosen my hold at a critical moment and fall off. He bumped us over the grass to meet the bicycle and footpaths near the water and turned off the headlamp, so we were riding in the dark. My eyes, stinging from fatigue, glimpsed dark trees to our left, a curve of bay and bobbing masts from the boat harbor on our right. Skyscrapers rose behind the docks, curved cylinders of glass that lit up the water, like a wall of green-blue eyes, staring into the mouth of the ocean.
We rounded the peninsula and a shock of cold air hit as wind gusted into the bike, forcing Revik to correct before he gunned it again. Water flew by in a blur, the image vibrating. As the bike’s tires rose to meet the sloping footpath, I saw a small lighthouse with its light off and a swath of moving darkness behind it, broken by reflected glows from slow-moving ships. I could just make out the white paint with the red horizontal stripe across the lighthouse’s base.
Revik parked the bike below two sets of stone stairs that met under the lighthouse itself. Before I realized we were stopping, he’d already turned off the engine, leaving us in an eerie quiet with only wind and lapping waves.
Unfastening the chin strap, he tugged off his helmet. Spikes of sweat-wet hair stuck up over his head.
Using a foot to dislodge the kickstand, he climbed off. I watched him walk directly to the stone base of the lighthouse. By the time I made out the square, metal panel, he was already kicking it in with his booted heel.
Seeing where this was headed, I took off my own helmet and climbed off, shocked when my weight on my legs sent pain from my tailbone all the way up to my shoulders. My arms hung like dead weight and I stood there for a moment, clenching and unclenching my hands inside the leather gloves, trying to get the feeling back. 
I watched Revik finish knocking in the panel.
Then he turned, his face a stark white after being behind a tinted visor all day. Behind where he stood, a three by three hole gaped in the cement.
“I suppose a hotel is out of the question?” I said.
Walking back to me and the bike, he opened the motorcycle’s seat storage, pulling out a small, blue backpack and blankets, then a cheap, battery-powered lamp. Igniting the last, he set it down just inside the hole in the stone wall and crawled through, pushing the backpack and blankets in front of him.
Inhaling a last gulp of salty sea air, I crawled in after him.
Once inside, I turned around in the surprisingly large space, and leaned against a curved cement wall.
I watched in disbelief as Revik crawled back to the opening climbed back out of the hole. He lay the metal panel back over the opening...and I had a sudden vision of him hammering it back on, trapping me inside.
“Hey!” I said, close to a yell.
He bent his knees. He met my gaze, visibly startled.
“Where are you going?” I said.
“To hide the motorcycle.”
“Oh.” I exhaled in relief. Then I was embarrassed. “Oh, okay.”
Seeming to feel one or both, he straightened, then disappeared.
I just sat there while he was gone, numb with fatigue. I was starting to nod off when he climbed back through the rectangular opening.
After rearranging the panel door behind us, he sat on the opposite side of the lamp as me and began pulling off his leather gloves. In the yellow lamplight, dark circles shadowed his light eyes, which were glassy with fatigue.
I reached over his lap for a blanket, trying to ignore the faint reek from the empty beer bottles and trash littering the dirt where we sat. I eyed a used condom just past the circle of electric light and unzipped my jacket, running fingers through my matted hair.
He hooked the backpack with one hand and set it by my leg.
Feeling him waiting, I realized that had been a courtesy of sorts, too.
Hesitating only another half-beat, I unzipped the main compartment of the backpack and groped inside, knocking my hand into water bottles before closing on something squishy in a plastic bag. I made an involuntary face.
“Food,” he said.
“Could you be more specific?” I sniffed the contents, grimaced. “Jeez Louise...”
Leaning over the space between us, he took the backpack from me.
“You are used to human food,” he said.
“Do you always have to eat something different?”
“Yes.” Pausing, he shrugged. “Well, no...sometimes.”
Remembering he’d tolerated human food for me on a number of occasions, I nodded, biting back my complaints. Following his lead, I unwrapped one end of what looked like a seaweed burrito and took an experimental bite. I gagged, then forced myself to chew. Even as hungry as I was, it tasted like moldy dirt.
He watched with impassive eyes, then surprised me by smiling.
“Good?” he said.
“No,” I blurted.
His smile became a suppressed laugh. “You’re doing it wrong, Allie.”
I let my hand with the green wrap sink to my lap. “Want to enlighten me? Or are you having too much fun smirking?”
His smile evaporated.
“That was a joke,” I said, feeling my face warm.
His eyes shifted away. “You should be able to feel your light without using the Barrier.” He cleared his throat. “Try with me. It’s easier with someone else.”
He held out a hand towards me.
I stared at it. “Explain more.”
“The sense of motion. Of light. Try to feel it.” His voice remained casual, but a faint tension grew audible as he offered his hand again.
Realizing I was in danger of causing another scene with us, I clasped his fingers. His were warmer than mine.
“Light has a component that is nearly physical,” he said. “It has dimension. It is subtle, but you should be attuned to me, so—”
“I think I get it.” My skin was starting to warm. I wanted my hand back, but I didn’t want to offend him.
“I feel different than you?” he said.
“Yes.”
“Other than skin?”
“Yes.” I gently dislodged my fingers. “I get it, Revik.”
He released me with a shrug. “Then eat.”
My hand continued to tingle after he let go. I lifted the wrap, tried to concentrate on that feeling of motion as I bit down, especially around my lips and tongue.
I was chewing for a few seconds before I could pay attention enough to notice it really did taste different. Well, not taste exactly—although a subtle array of textures lived under that bitter, damp smell. The real difference felt more like touch, but so infused with my other senses it blurred them together, making them hard to pick apart. Absorbing the plant’s light was like inhaling gentle breaths of deliciously scented air.
The feeling was nearly...sensual.
“Don’t go too far into it, Allie,” he warned.
I watched him relax as he chewed, like someone getting a massage. His pale eyes flickered to mine, as if he’d heard that, too.
“I had to learn to eat blind when young,” he said. “To blend with humans.” He swallowed what was in his mouth. “It is not uncommon for the Council to require service of seers born of certain castes. My parents were asked to give one of theirs...as an infiltrator.”
He returned my blank look, coloring slightly.
“Given my blood type,” he plowed on. “I was the logical choice. The food was of particular issue to me. I would fight them on it, which angered my father. He did not want me embarrassing him in front of the Council. I was already...” He paused, then shrugged again. “...It is complicated. I was not his blood child, and moreover, he did not favor me. Raising me was his duty. He was adamant that I do mine.”
I took another bite of the plant burrito, if only to keep my face from showing a reaction.
“That sucks,” I said, awkward.
We continued eating in silence. Finishing the wrap, I rolled the plastic into a ball and stuffed it back in the backpack, grabbing a bottle of water and twisting off the cap before I drank.
“There is more,” he commented. “If you are still hungry.”
Nodding, I finished the water and leaned back, sliding around to avoid sharp spots with my shoulder blades. I closed my eyes.
He cleared his throat. “You cannot sleep,” he said.
Realizing he was right, I felt my heart sink. Sleep sounded heavenly, even on condom-strewn dirt.
“We may as well talk,” he said.
Sighing, I sat up straighter. I stuck my arms back into the sleeves of my jacket.
“No, thanks,” I said. I felt him tense, but ignored it, too tired to play at being polite. Crawling forward, I reached for the metal door.
He sat up. “No. You cannot go outside.”
I craned my neck around, suddenly even more tired. “Really? I really can’t just go look at the water?”
He shook his head. “It is an unnecessary risk.”
“What is?” I said. “Windburn?”
“Come here.” He leaned forward, and I backed away from his hands. “Now, Allie. I am too tired for this...”
“What if I have to go to the bathroom?”
“Do you?”
I hesitated, considered lying. “No,” I said.
He shook his head, gesturing. “Then no.”
“Are you going to beat me up if I try to go outside?”
His eyes focused on mine in disbelief. After a pause, they grew openly angry. “I don’t need to beat you...I can tie you up and drive a stake in the ground!”
Realizing I was too tired for this as well, I slid back on the dirt, sitting on the blanket. Watching me, he ran fingers through his black hair, muttering in German.
I caught enough that I flinched.
I saw him notice, and stare. Not needing that all that much either, I rested my face on my arms. Suddenly I was more tired than I thought I could stand.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
I glanced up, then wished I hadn’t. The guilt was still in his eyes.
“I did not know you knew German,” he said.
I shook my head. “I don’t.” At his silence, I sighed. “I had a roommate from Stuttgart. I picked up a few words. ‘Immature’ and ‘bitch’ happen to be two of them.” I saw him wince. “...She argued with her girlfriend a lot.”
His skin darkened. Lacing his fingers, he nodded, staring at his feet.
“I apologize.”
“Forget it.”
“I did not mean—”
“I said forget it.” I rested my face on my folded arms. “I know you’re trying. You suck at it, but you’re trying. I’m just not used to sitting in dirt holes, sleep-deprived. And I hate being ordered around all the time. Since I’ve known you, it seems like no one ever wants to do anything else.” At his silence, I added, “But I told Ullysa I’d listen to you...so it’s my fault.”
The silence lengthened.
“Do you want to know more about who you are?” he said.
Grimacing, I shook my head. “No.” I closed my eyes, then opened them again, remembering I really couldn’t sleep.
“Allie,” he said. He waited until I turned my head. “It’s not only to stay awake. I want us to talk. I want to...move past this somehow.”
I nodded, dejected. “Okay.”
His brows drew together. “You would rather fight?”
“No.” I said. “That’s why I was hoping we could just...not talk.”
At his silence, I bit my lip. Looking at his face, I sighed again. He really was trying. I, on the other hand, was being a brat.
I took another breath. “I’m sorry. I really am tired.”
When he didn’t look up, I tried again.
“Look,” I said. “...That whole thing in Seattle.” I felt him stiffen, but went on anyway. “I was avoiding you that morning. I’m not denying that. I felt like roadkill, and you seemed really pissed off...” Feeling my cheeks warm as I fumbled around the other thing, the real reason I’d stayed away from him, I met his gaze. “...But I didn’t ‘offer’ you to Kat. I said she could see you. And...” I hesitated. “...Well, I guess it was the wrong thing to say. I mean, clearly...it was the wrong thing. So I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Revik.”
There was another silence.
Seeing his expression grow slightly less hard, I added,
“No one would tell me anything. I guess I could have asked you, but it seemed a little heavy for chess conversation. I know it’s some seer thing, but that’s all I know.” Waiting another beat, I tried again. “What I’m saying is, I still don’t know anything, Revik.”
He just looked at me. Then he exhaled, clicking softly.
“Thank you,” he said.
I bit my lip, then shrugged, meeting his gaze.
“So do you want to do it now?” I said. “Tell me, I mean. About that thing—”
“No.” He shook his head, his eyes showing a faint alarm. “No...I am too tired to talk about that now. I do want to tell you something, though.”
“Fine,” I said. “Knock yourself out.”
He looked up the cement walls of the lighthouse. I saw his eyes cloud, then focus, as if he were practicing more than one way of saying it. Turning, he seemed to give up.
“I didn’t fuck her,” he said. “Not even that morning.”
“Jesus.” I winced, covering my eyes. “I don’t remember in any way asking about that.”
“I wanted to,” he said. “But I didn’t.”
“Great,” I said, fighting anger. “Good for you.”
He studied my face, then rubbed his own with a hand. His accent grew stronger. “There is no reason to be embarrassed. Seers are naturally possessive...I gave you cause. I didn’t mean to.” Thinking, he reconsidered. “Well. Yes, I did.”
I stared at the floor as I sorted through his words. Finally, I shook my head.
“Yep. Still not asking, Revik.”
He stuffed the remains of the plant burrito he’d been eating into the backpack. He looked tired...and now, angry.
I shouldn’t care. Why did I care about this? Taking off my jacket, I bunched it up for a makeshift pillow, stuffing it under my head.
I felt him staring as I dragged half of the blanket over my body.
“Allie,” he said. “You cannot sleep.”
“I know.”
“Tomorrow,” he said. “Maybe.”
I sank my head into the jacket. I was angry, too. I couldn’t bring myself to shove it aside, even after I felt him notice, even when he continued to stare at me.
It didn’t help that at least half of my rage came from confusion, an almost cloying inability to understand him. Why had he told me that stuff about his childhood? Why the chess, for that matter? And why had he been so sure I’d want to know about him and Kat? What had he even meant by it, anyway? Did saying he hadn’t fucked her mean intercourse only? Because that left a pretty wide range of inbetweens that my imagination was more than happy to supply with images...especially since he hadn’t minded getting a dick massage and shoving his tongue down her throat right in front of me.
And why the hell did I care about this again?
I heard a snap and sigh of plastic and air, then the sound of him drinking. The backpack rustled, followed by his leather-covered shoulders meeting the cement wall. I closed my eyes, opening them when I remembered I couldn’t sleep.
“Can I please go outside?” I said.
He shook his head, clicking softly. “No.”
“Then talk. Tell me something.”
“What?”
“Anything,” I said. “Who was your real father?”
He sighed, moving so that the leather crinkled again. “My biological parents were killed by humans when I was very young. I do not remember them.”
I closed my eyes, cursing myself silently, then turned to look at him.
“Revik. I’m sorry—”
“I raised the subject,” he said. “It’s fine, Allie.”
I watched his face as his mind seemed to go somewhere else.
“Were you really a Nazi?” I said.
His eyes turned slowly in my direction.
“Yes,” he said. “...In the way you mean it. In the strictest sense...meaning politically...no.”
I wasn’t sure how to follow on that.
“So,” I said. “Did you leave after? When you—”
“I don’t want to talk about that.” Averting his eyes, he shrugged. “I don’t remember most of that time, anyway.”
“What do you mean, you don’t remember?”
He sighed, clicking his tongue. “It was a condition of my coming back. A portion of my memory was forfeit. I believe it was partly mechanical...I lost some simply by being separated from the network. Some was a bargain Vash made for my life. With the Rooks.” His eyes remained on his laced fingers. “I imagine I knew things. Things the Rooks needed me to forget.”
Realizing my mouth hung open, I closed it.
“Forfeit?” I said. “How much is gone?”
His eyes grew a touch colder. “I don’t know. I can guess, by piecing together dates with what I remember.” His face smoothed to neutral as he cleared his throat. “...It is very strange that you saw any of it. No one else ever has. Perhaps it has something to do with who you are.” He glanced at me, his eyes and voice casual.
“May I ask...how much did you see?”
Great. I’d just walked into another potential minefield. I tried to be reassuring.
“Not much. You and your wife—” He flinched visibly. “...I saw you in jail, and that guy, Terian. I also saw you in Russia, I think. Something about tanks being stuck in the mud. You seemed unhappy about the way the war was going...” I trailed, figuring that last part was safe at least. “You and some guy talked about who would lead that part of the front.”
His eyes grew calm as he rested his chin on his hands.
“How old are you?” I said, when he didn’t break the silence. “You and that guy Terian...you look exactly the same.”
He laced his fingers together. For a moment, I saw him thinking again, as if considering possible responses. Finally, he shrugged.
“I am young for a seer,” he said.
After a lengthier pause, he leaned his head against the wall.
It wasn’t until another minute or so had passed that I realized that was all the answer I was going to get.
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MURDER
 
 
The date was May 12th.
I recycled that piece of information from a dropped comment by Revik about our flights, when we would arrive in Tai Pei versus when we left the airport in Vancouver, BC. I didn’t really hear him when he said it; the fact hit me such that I stopped my hand in mid-motion before the white, triangle-shaped skirt of the woman symbol on the bathroom door of the diner where we’d stopped to eat breakfast.
I stood there, frozen, for more than one heartbeat.
I thought of my mom. My eyes lit on a pay phone bolted inside a shadowed alcove to my right. I blinked at it, nearly hallucinating with fatigue, then glanced behind me, watching Revik’s back as he slumped into a red vinyl booth.
Completing the motion of my hand, I entered the restroom.
On my way out, minutes later, I spotted a black plastic tray covered in Canadian coins on an empty table. Scooping it up, I dumped the change into my palm and left the tray on the bar without breaking stride. My fellow-waitress code brought me a twinge of guilt, but I shook it off. 
I slid into the creaking booth across from Revik.
“You got me coffee?” I said.
He nodded. I saw him tracking faces and sighed, relieved when I realized he’d barely noticed my absence.
I drank coffee and he used his to warm his hands. Our waitress came back, topped off both of our cups, then lingered, smiling at Revik.
“Know what you want to eat yet, honey?”
He frowned, picking up the menu. “No. Go away.”
The woman froze, her mouth open. I stared at him too, equally surprised, but more amused than our waitress. Snapping her mouth shut, she turned and walked away, taking her coffee pot with her.
I watched her go, then noted Revik’s eyes on mine. I followed his gaze to my hands, which were methodically shredding a paper napkin. I pushed the napkin away.
“They can’t help it,” he said. He seemed to mean his words to be reassuring. “We’ll both distract people for awhile. Humans, too.”
“Distract people?” I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
He shrugged, lifting his coffee mug to his lips. He took a sip of the dark brown fluid, then grimaced, lowering the mug back to the table.
I smiled. “What? Did you forget you didn’t like it?”
He fingered the mug’s ceramic handle, frowning at me slightly.
Glancing at the bar counter, I said, “Well, you’d better not order anything now. They spit in the food sometimes, you know.” When he didn’t look over, I tried again.
“How will we know Ullysa’s people?”
“They’ll know me. I’ll likely know some of them.”
I nodded, reacting slightly to his words. I didn’t know what triggered my reaction at first. Then my eyes followed a man outside, watching him stare at a woman in a skin-tight miniskirt standing across the street. She smiled at him, her mouth a dark red slash, and I found my thoughts drifting to Seattle.
“So we just get on the plane?” I said evenly.
“Yes.” Watching my face, he added, softer, “There is nothing to worry about, Allie.”
Hearing the second meaning under his words, I pretended I hadn’t...which wasn’t hard, since I had only the vaguest idea what it was about.
I tried to think instead about where we’d be in the next two days. In the course of our awkward “talk” the night before, Revik said the part of Russia where we’d be going remained nearly wild, almost untouched. Bears roamed the tundra and woods, along with wolves, eagles, foxes. I thought about my mom’s fascination with wolves and smiled...then frowned, glancing over my shoulder at the bathroom door.
“Okay.” I looked at him. “I have to go again. I think it’s the coffee.”
I watched his eyes focus out the window, coming to rest on the same woman I’d been looking at seconds before.
His gaze sharpened and flickered down, appraising.
“Okay,” I repeated. I planted my hands on the table and stood. “I’ll be back.”
He didn’t look up as I left.
When I glanced back, he was still looking out the window. He took another sip of lukewarm coffee as I watched, and grimaced.
 

 
I slid onto the wooden bench under the pay phone and lifted the receiver, throwing all the coins I had into the slot. I found myself relieved they even had coin phones in Canada; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen one in SF. I punched in the familiar number, shifting so that my back faced the corridor.
The phone rang.
After a pause, it rang again.
“Come on,” I murmured. “Pick up.”
A click startled my ears. My heart lifted...
But only in the pause before my mother’s antique answering machine switched on, playing a message so old I’d memorized it before high school.
“...We’re not at home right now.” Mom’s voice sang out the words like small bells. “...So pleeease leave a message after the tone...BEEP!” She laughed. “Ha ha, just kidding! Here it comes!”
“Dork,” I muttered, out of habit.
The message machine beeped.
 

 
Terian gazed in fascination at the metallic box on the tile counter.
He hadn’t known such machines still existed. It was like looking at an old linotype machine, or a working trebuchet and its pile of stones, waiting to be flung over a castle wall. The phone stopped its high-pitched trill and shuddered to life. Silence wafted after the initial message, but from the static, Terian knew it hadn’t finished.
“...Ha ha, just kidding! Here it comes...”
The machine let out a loud, atonal bleep.
Terian’s new body, still unfamiliar in passing glimpses on reflective surfaces, tensed in excitement. After all, he knew who wasn’t calling. The Seven as well as the Org watched the house and its single occupant, so they might even know he was inside by now, but Terian didn’t mind that, either.
He wanted Dehgoies to know exactly where he was.
The background sound of children’s voices rose, and he glanced at the television monitor. Small faces pressed close to the likely-illegal camera, laughing and screaming in delight as that cheerful tune began to sing-song out of bow-shaped lips smeared with white and blue frosting.
“Happy biiiiirthday to you! Happy biiiirthday to you! Happy biiiirthday, dear Al—”
“Mom?” A voice emerged, panicked but low. “Mom, are you there? Pick up! Please pick up! I don’t have much time!”
Terian blinked. Voices came to him in this body sometimes. They sang to him, like the children in the metal box...but this voice sounded real.
Could it be real?
A little girl ran into the room even as Terian thought it, this one neither trapped behind glass nor a hallucination. Paint covered her small hands, and matted her dark hair in clumps. Her bare feet poked out from under a tattered purple dress, scratched and stained from play. A stuffed white rabbit dangled from her sticky fingers, and red had bled into the velvet fur.
Terian waved at her to be silent as he pointed at the machine.
“Mom?” the voice from the machine said.
The girl froze, staring at the box on the counter.
Excitement slid through Terian’s skin, a liquid heat, shared between himself and the girl. He wasn’t hallucinating the voice. She was right there, on the other side of the line. He could simply lift the receiver, speak with her...
“Mom! Please...pick up!”
A symphony lived in that voice. Physical imprints could be so endlessly fascinating, like motes of dust, each containing a singular world. Terian winked at the little girl, who took another step towards the machine.
He held up a hand, warning her.
“Crap,” the voice said dully. “Of all the times for you to actually be out of your cave.” Another silence came and went. “Mom, listen. I can’t tell you where I am. I’m not dead or in a ditch. And I’m not a freaking terrorist, okay? I’m with a friend. He’s helping me figure things out...”
Terian’s smile widened.
“...I’ll be home as soon as I can. Tell Jon and Cass...well, tell them I’m okay. And I miss them. I love you, Mom. Tell them that, too.”
Terian grinned, hearing the ups and downs in her voice as her moods shifted from reassurance to fear and back again. She’d called to reassure her mother, but she’d also hoped to reassure herself. Terian chuckled again.
Dehgoies didn’t know where she was, he was sure of it. Perhaps by now she’d learned more effective means of distracting him, too.
From the wall, a moan redirected both Terians’ focus.
Red lines and small handprints snaked across sun-faded wallpaper, running in places, like rusting metal. Whenever two of Terian’s bodies shared physical proximity they tended to share traits. The doc had said this personality configuration would be creative, and she hadn’t been wrong. At the foot of the same wall, another groan grew audible, meeting the voice still coming out of the answering machine.
“...and Mom?” The voice hesitated. “Don’t let any strangers in the house, okay?”
The little girl giggled. The stuffed white bunny bounced against her chest.
“...There are some people after me, and...well, it would be better if you could just go to Grandma’s for awhile. Or Aunt Carol’s. Please? Just do what I—”
There was a click. The voice abruptly cut off.
Raising his eyebrows, Terian looked at the little girl. Seeing the blank look in her eyes, he smiled.
“Are you finished?” he asked her kindly.
She held up her hands, pinning the bunny to her chest with one short arm. He understood her without words.
“No more paint?” he said sympathetically.
She shook her head, bouncing her dark curls.
Terian clucked his tongue, rising easily to his feet. Following her back into the other room, he lifted a paint brush from the edge of the television stand, using his fingers to wipe away stray hairs. He handed it to the little girl.
“...Let’s see what we can do about that,” he murmured.
Squatting fluidly, he examined the woman. No sound came from the area by his feet, but a single eye stared up, almost childlike in its attentiveness. The woman whimpered as Terian touched her skin. The eye closed, leaving the face featureless under hair and paint.
He checked the belt he’d been using as a tourniquet. 
He considered loosening it, then pulled a flip knife from his back pocket instead, scanning options on the marred skin. Both arms had tourniquets already, both legs. The obvious choices had been tapped; to overuse any one would bring an end within heartbeats. He clasped a handful of her hair, speaking to her softly.
She had already given so much.
The little girl fidgeted. “Paint!” she shrieked. “Paint!”
“Relax, dearest,” he murmured.
The woman groaned when he sliced into her scalp. The eye flickered open and she fought to breathe as paint ran past her eyelashes, making her blink and gasp like a panicking child.
“Shhhh,” he said. “Shhh...”
The little girl jumped up and down.
He straightened, watching as she pushed the metal brush into the fresh pool, using one chubby hand to balance on the woman’s forehead and then scraping the brush back and forth on the wall, leaving behind an sweep of broken red lines. Occasionally, she would look back at him, showing him one part of the drawing or another.
“Good,” he said, approvingly. “Yes, very nice work, Melissa...very nice. Looks just like your bunny...yes.”
The little girl beamed back at him, her eyes shining.
 

 
I clutched the receiver. Something was wrong.
I couldn’t breathe. This pain wasn’t like what I’d felt in Seattle...it wasn’t...
Cold sweat broke out on my skin. A kind of liquid dread made it difficult to breathe...like someone treading in circles over a rotting corpse, crushing maggots...
“...and Mom?” I fought to swallow. “Don't let any strangers in the house, okay? There are some people after me, and...well, it would be better if you could go to Grandma’s for awhile. Or Aunt Carol’s. Please? Just do what I—”
A hand reached in front of my face, depressing the phone’s silver tongue.
I glanced up and back, still holding the receiver.
Revik stood there, his face blank until I saw his eyes.
He motioned with his hand for me to get up. When I hesitated, he caught hold of my elbow, jerking me to my feet. He steered me down the corridor. The horrible feeling didn’t go away; if anything, it got worse, until I no longer cared whether Revik was angry or even if I’d done something...again...that might get us both killed.
He took me through the glass front doors of the diner and to the street outside. The sun reflected coldly from the windows of high-rise buildings, but it only blinded me, making the sickness worse. I planted my feet when Revik stopped.
Still holding my arm, he pulled out a mobile phone, hit a single key. His message to whoever picked up was brief.
“Yes,” he said. “We’ll need it.”
He clicked the phone shut and threw it at a nearby garbage container, hard enough for the bin to vibrate as the phone rattled against the insides before it came to rest. Jerking me closer by the arm, Revik turned to speak, then stopped, staring directly at my face.
The anger in his eyes faltered.
“What?” he said. “What is it?”
I tried to answer.
“What, Allie?” His voice sharpened, but he didn’t sound angry at me anymore. “What is going on? What’s wrong with you?”
My stomach lurched. I turned away from him, throwing up coffee and part of a danish in a thick sluice on the sidewalk. A family was walking past us, aiming for the diner, and one of the kids gave a sharp cry of disgust.
“Ewww! Mom, that lady’s barfing!”
I heaved again, bent in half. I didn’t think about moving, not even to aim for the potted tree in the cement walk. Revik stood impassively, holding my arm, his eyes sweeping the street. I heaved a third time, gasping. When it started to feel like it might be over, I wiped my lips with the back of a hand.
Revik cleared his throat. “Are you finished?”
“I think so.”
Spitting to get the excess saliva out of my mouth, I plugged my nose with my knuckles when the stench of stomach acid and coffee reached it.
“You need the restroom,” he said. It wasn’t a question. He exhaled. “I’ll wait. But not for long, Allie.”
“I had to call her.”
His voice became a snarl. “So you pick the stupidest way imaginable? You could have asked me!”
“I did ask you! You said no!”
“That was weeks ago! Why here, Allie? Why now?”
“My fucking dad died today, okay?”
He opened his mouth to answer...then his face went blank.
I turned away, pausing on a couple staring at us from where they’d just been about to enter the restaurant. Meeting my gaze, the woman hesitated, clutching her jacket to her throat. Great. Revik and I had just become drunk-domestic-violence couple. I let out a short laugh, still looking into the woman’s wide, concerned eyes.
When I turned, Revik stared at me like I’d lost my mind.
“Allie, you realize that anyone could have picked up?”
“I wasn’t in...” I remembered we were in public. “I wasn’t in that other place—”
“It doesn’t matter! You could lead them straight to her...if they weren’t there already!”
“With my mom?” I shrieked. “That’s great, Revik! You told me you could keep her safe!”
“You think you are helping her?” He stepped closer, dropping his voice to a rough whisper. “I listened to you, Allie...you might as well have told them to use her to get to you.”
He seemed about to say more, then bit it back, adding,
“...And you let your voice be recorded. Do you have any idea what that is, to have a recent recording on a target? For an infiltrator this is like...a present! At the very least, they could trace the call. Every branch of law enforcement has Rooks in it, SCARB more than any other...”
“I wasn’t on long enough for that.”
He stared at me, openly disbelieving, then averted his eyes, forcing his gaze back to the diner. His jaw hardened.
“Should I go in with you?” he said.
I shook my head. “No. I’ll come back. Then you can yell at me all you want.”
He released my arm so suddenly that I lost my balance.
Without looking at him, I pushed my way back through the double glass doors.
Our performance hadn’t gone unnoticed inside the diner either; staff and customers gave me a wide berth as I staggered past the cashier’s desk. I retreated into the restroom. My fingers grasped for the bumpy silver handles and twisted the cold water on full. Because of the prosthetics, I couldn’t stick my face in the sink like I wanted.
I cupped water to my lips instead, washing out my mouth, then dabbing my forehead.
I checked my face in the mirror. It looked the same. It still wasn’t mine. 
Revik was waiting when I came out, but on the other side of the door, away from my puke.
“Ready?” His voice remained cold.
“Yes.”
“Are you going to tell me what happened?”
“You heard me. I said I was alive, and with a friend. Nothing they didn’t already know.”
He stared at the cement, hands on his hips.
When I didn’t go on, he turned, walking in the direction of the harbor, passing the parked motorcycle without breaking stride. I followed him at a distance. Straight ahead, glass buildings blocked my view of the water, but I glimpsed a white complex adorned with sail-like tents.
At the next stoplight, I approached his side warily.
“Aren’t we going to the airport?” I said.
“No,” he said. “We’re not taking a plane anymore.” He looked at me. His voice leaked frustration. “Will you tell me? You say no one picked up. You weren’t in the Barrier. So what is this?”
“I don’t know.”
“But you felt something?”
I hesitated, then nodded.
“What?” he said.
I started to answer, but the cold feeling rose, forcing me to take another breath.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I really don’t.”
When I didn’t say anything more, he shoved his hands into his pockets, walking as soon as the light changed. I followed after he’d gone a few steps. Then the feeling surged back for real, and I knew suddenly...I knew.
She was dead. My mom was dead.
Halfway across the street, everything around me grayed. I collapsed before I realized that the problem wasn’t a sudden attack of freak weather.
It was me.
 

 
When I opened my eyes, cars honked loudly, like alarm clocks going off around my head. I didn’t know where I was. Shadowy people stared down at me with blank faces. I didn’t know any of them.
I heard a voice I knew—
“Allie! ALLIE!”
Revik’s face appeared. His eyes, wide with panic, startled me.
He tried pulling me to my feet, then slid his arms under my knees and shoulders. He held me against his chest, murmured in my ear.
“Stay awake...please, baby. Please. Don’t fall asleep...”
I thought I had to be hallucinating. My voice seemed to come from far away.
“I’m here,” I said. “I’m still here.”
I burst into a sob.
He stared down at me, then around at the gathering crowd.
I still lay in the middle of the street, so he tightened his hold on me and stood up. Pausing to adjust his grip, he began to walk, fast, with long strides. He had me across the street and halfway down the block before he spoke again.
“Can you walk?” he said. “We’re conspicuous.”
I nodded. He stopped to set me on my feet, reaching back to unlock my fingers from his neck. Standing there, I wiped my face, wobbling on my legs.
“We have to go under the complex,” he said, his voice nearly a mutter. “...Look for ‘Llysa’s people.”
His eyes tracked faces.
Some paused to stare at me curiously until they saw Revik and blanched at whatever expression they saw in his face.
“I wish you weren’t so damned conspicuous to humans,” he said, still muttering. “It’s not just...” He glanced at me, coloring. “...Us.” I flinched at the intensity in his voice. He was thinking aloud, filling space, but the emotion felt real. “...Like blood on a white sheet. They notice you...then make up a reason why. Even that fucking customs officer. You didn’t just flirt with him. You let him see you...”
He looked at me, his eyes hard.
“You have to stay out of sight on the ship! I mean it, Allie...please. Please do as I say in this. I’m begging you...”
I stared back at him, hearing his accent come out stronger, confused at the expression I saw on his face. Then his actual words reached me.
“Ship,” I repeated dully. “You said ship?”
“Yes.” He watched me wipe my eyes, his accent still stronger than usual. “We need the construct now that you have blown our cover. A plane is not big enough...you need mass for a construct, weight. They take time to set up. Ullysa’s people prepped one as backup.”
I nodded.
He stood there a few seconds more, as if unsure what to do with me. Then he clasped my hand, half-dragging me down the sidewalk that led under the tented complex.
When we stopped at the end of the line for customs, his arm wound around my waist. I didn’t feel any affection in the gesture, though, not even when he held me tightly against him.
 

 
Once more, Revik found himself at a loss.
They stood at the end of the security line that led into the customs kiosks, and he still didn’t see any sign of Ullysa’s people.
But that wasn’t what threw him...not really.
His senses remained on high alert, his fingers conscious of the gun nestled in a side holster under his jacket. It was a Glock 18, illegal for civilian use even in the United States; just carrying it risked jail time here, but he needed a full automatic for seers. Her hand clutching his was in the way of him reaching it quickly, but for reasons even he didn’t understand, he didn’t let go of her. 
Seeing the row of metal detectors, he resigned himself to the fact that he might have to dump the gun, or risk pushing security to get them past. He spotted a trash can in one elbow of the zig-zagging line and decided the former was safer; he was just reluctant to do so until they’d ID’d the security team and he knew for sure he wouldn’t have to make a run for it with her.
The crowd picked up, thickening as they crushed into the main line leading to security and then customs. He glanced down at the Bridge, saw her staring up at the advertisement screens hung over the zig-zagging lines of people. There was a sort of dim confusion in her eyes as she gazed at a row of pictures of wildlife in Alaska. Grief still wavered below that, and it occurred to him again that he had to get her on board, find those guards before she recovered from her shock and lost control of her light for real.
He needed her inside a construct before that happened.
As he thought it, five beings emerged around him on the causeway.
In different ways they each made him aware of their presence...and despite their casual stances, each in some way blocked him from the ropes leading into security. Revik felt their movements occur as one, a near-perfect synchronization that was not human.
He reached for the Glock, using his other hand, but the female closest to him shook her head minutely, and he found he knew her.
Relaxing his fingers, he opened his palm to sign his question.
Are we inside the construct?
She answered him with her mind.
Yes, brother. We have arranged for you to board another way.
She nodded towards his fingers, indicating his gun.
Revik found himself relieved they were letting him keep it. As he began to follow her away from the security line and down a side passage, he realized two of the Seven’s guard wore United States Homeland Security uniforms.
When Revik next turned to look at the female hunter, Chandre, he caught her studying Allie’s light, a thinly veiled curiosity shining from her own structures. He felt his jaw harden, but knew it was natural...they would be interested in her. Still, he would rather have a few minutes’ breathing space before he had to handle more reactions to her light, whether human or seer. He continued to watch Chandre warily when the infiltrator visibly startled.
She looked between the two of them, her dark eyes widening as she confirmed what she’d seen above each of their heads.
Revik sent a ripple of irritation until the woman’s red-tinted eyes shifted to his.
Manners, Chandre.
Sorry, brother...er, sir. They did not tell us.
Some discretion would be appreciated.
The woman bowed. Of course, sir. And congratulations.
Revik nodded, once. He glanced around at her unit.
Won’t seven be conspicuous? He had expected five. How big is your whole contingent?
Chandre quirked an eyebrow.
It’s a large ship, sir. You won’t even know we’re here.
Hearing the subtext in her deliberate misunderstanding, he gave her a look that made it clear he wasn’t amused.
He brought the Bridge with him as he walked past Chandre and another smiling seer, then glanced back to see if Allie had noticed the exchange. Her gaze took in the other guards before coming to rest on the dark-skinned Chandre. Allie stepped closer to him as she stared, her eyes faintly glazed, still almost not-there as she crushed into his side as they walked.
From her face and light, he knew she was in shock. It made sense that her light would draw to his, as the safest option there...but the ease with which his own light responded made him tense all over again.
In a way, he even understood her reaction to Chandre. The East Indian Sark looked exactly like what she was, a highly paid infiltrator. Despite their reddish tint, her eyes had a hint of cold to them, as if she assessed all objects from a distance; she looked at Allie that way, too.
It occurred to him in the same breath that Chandre had already been briefed on the contingency.
Then it clicked. They would no longer trust him to perform it himself.
He had been effectively removed from duty.
Staring around, another piece fell into place. Having such a large Guard presence was a part of that message; they needed enough seers to take him down if he got in the way.
Meeting Chandre’s gaze, he realized that she was putting the same thoughts together behind her dark red eyes.
His fingers tightened around Allie’s as they reached a small desk, where a lone customs official examined their documentation before waving them through. Revik could tell from the man’s eyes that he was human, and had been heavily pushed into believing some lie. So had the woman who smilingly directed them around the obligatory photo backdrop that the rest of the ship’s passengers were being escorted through in an assembly line, getting their pictures snapped while two photographers danced around, trying to get smiles from the humans and pump up the cruise-goers for their vacations.
“Come on!” he heard one of the photographers half-shriek. “Let’s see some party faces, y’all! There now! That’s better!”
“If either of you need anything, sir,” Chandre said politely, in English, as they neared the gangplank and the line of people boarding. “You need only say the word. We will of course expect you to restrict your movements around the ship...”
Revik glanced at Allie, saw her listening to the infiltrator intently.
He hoped like hell Chandre wouldn’t make some crack about...
“...We have purchased an entire corridor,” she continued, her voice still smoothly polite. “And made some modifications for your comfort. You will be briefed on the rules once we are underway. Clothing and food have already been sent to your cabin, as well as training materials for Alyson. You will not be expected to adhere to ship’s routines...”
“You mean I can’t leave the room,” Allie muttered.
Revik glanced at her again.
Chandre smiled at her faintly, quirking an eyebrow.
“That is correct, Esteemed Bridge...for you, anyway. Dehgoies may leave, provided he follows the rules of the construct, and checks in and out with one of our team.” She smiled. “Vash seemed to feel he might be tempted to break rules if we restricted him too much...but perhaps he can smuggle in anything you need, Esteemed Bridge? Anything you do not wish to ask us for...?”
Revik gave Allie another brief look.
She was studying the infiltrator, her eyes faintly wary.
He saw a faint glimmer of that older look in them, and felt himself reacting to her again. Realizing he was still crushing her fingers, he loosened his hold, gesturing to Chandre that they understood.
He moved them away a beat later, aiming his feet up the ramp to the gangplank, where the velvet-roped corridor joined the line for the other passengers. He entered the crowd thickening before the portal to the ship before looking at Allie again.
Leaning down so he wouldn’t be overheard, he squeezed her hand.
“Are you all right?” he said.
“Who are they?” Her eyes continued to follow the seers who fanned out behind them. Each of the infiltrators let themselves be absorbed into the crowd, but Allie’s eyes found Chandre among the faces. She tracked the hunter’s movements through the crowd with an ease that surprised him a little.
“Friends,” he said. “Ullsya’s people.”
She looked up. Her eyes still shone with that faint light, greener even with the contacts, and a whisper of pain went through his chest.
“You aren’t acting like they’re friends,” she said.
He shrugged. “They are curious about you.” He hesitated. “Do not talk to them, Allie. Stay out of their way.”
“You just said they were friends.”
“I just meant...do not distract them from their job.”
“Did she call you ‘sir’?”
His face grew warm. Her attention to detail was starting to unnerve him a little. “Yes.”
“So we’re in the military now?”
“No.” He stared down at her face, at a loss. “We’ll talk about it later. After we sleep, Allie.”
She nodded absently, clearly hearing the “sleep” part and not much else.
He hesitated, glancing back over his shoulder at Chandre. He needed to get them in contact with the team in San Francisco, as soon as possible. When he looked at the hunter, he saw her nod, just before she signed that they had someone on it already.
Apparently Chandre had done more than look at the structure in Allie’s light that connected her to him.
...We’ll have news in under an hour, sir.
Revik gestured for her to give it to him alone.
He waited until Chandre gestured in assent, but he didn’t miss the appraising look she gave him at the request.
He glanced at Allie again. He suspected she already knew what had happened in San Francisco. Even so, he knew from experience that knowing and knowing were two different things. He didn’t want her receiving verification of some loved one’s death as an emotionless report from an infiltrator who viewed her family as nothing but human collaterals.
He continued to study the Bridge’s face as she gazed up at the ship’s high walls, trying not to care that the guards were watching him look at her, or that her proximity was having an effect on him again...an effect they could probably see in his light.
He had to remind himself that she’d only been awake a few weeks, that she still didn’t understand how she was different.
He had to remind himself also that she really had no idea what was going on with the two of them.
Perhaps it had been a mistake to not let Ullysa and the others explain it to her in Seattle.
He was still watching her face when she leaned on his arm, merging her light overtly into his. Sucking in a breath, he closed his light, glancing reflexively at the seers watching. He saw more than one of them smiling and turned his gaze up the white face of the ship, shuffling his feet forward with the motion of the crowd, willing the line to go faster.
 



 
16
GRIEF
 
 
A wolf runs across the tundra, tongue flicking over black lips, body elongating in rhythmic waves. It extends to full stride and retracts, stretching paws so that none of its feet touch the ground. Insanity flickers behind its eyes, joy in its feet pounding the snow in steady bursts of powder.
It runs at a single dark form marring the white plain.
I scream, my voice torn by wind.
...and again dawn colors the sky, and a dark shape burns in the distance, filling the pale blue with a curl of smoke like expelled ink. My chest feels as if someone’s taken an ice pick to it, hitting it again and again, digging out the tender light at its core.
It is a feeling worse than death.
 
 
I jerked awake. Warm weight pinned me to something soft. I started to struggle...then looked down, saw an arm. It took another series of blinks before I recognized the silver ring he wore around his smallest finger.
Then I remembered.
Grief came without warning, with a depth and intensity I had no way to evade. Days had gone by and it wouldn’t let up...wouldn’t let me forget for more than seconds at a time. Everything amplified, got harder to control. Revik told me that was normal too, part of ‘the awakening’ around me being a seer...and I fought a near-violent reaction towards him and all of the seers as I replayed his words like a dead-sounding record.
He’d been the bearer of a lot of bad news lately.
...found her in her house. She’d been dead several hours, Allie. Most of her blood was gone...
Behind me, his arm tightened around me lengthwise. His fingers wrapped around my shoulder, drawing my back snugly against his chest.
His voice had been soft as he translated for the infiltration team in San Francisco, not leaving anything out, not embellishing.
As he spoke, I’d seen and heard what they found as they picked their way through Mom’s house like shadows among the SFPD. Images accompanied his words...my mother’s eyes staring up from where she lay by the television below a section of wall painted in her blood. A child’s hand print stood out, small and innocuous-looking, like the outline of a Thanksgiving turkey painting made in kindergarten. Someone had eaten a sandwich and left the crusts on Jon’s old Transformers plate on the low coffee table beside the body, along with a half-full glass of milk. The bedroom showed signs of a struggle, sheets half on the floor, a lamp broken.
The cops took pictures of a dark stain on the carpet by the lamp.
They took pictures of another rust-colored hand print on the refrigerator door, that one larger. They photographed the body from every possible angle, then zipped it up in a bag, like the garbage Mom always forgot to put on the curb.
I felt the weight of guilt on Revik as he relayed details ruthlessly...but I didn’t blame him.
My mom’s safety couldn’t possibly have been his priority. It should have been mine.
The news media agreed. Within an hour, the feeds began accusing me of matricide, saying I’d allied with seer terrorists against homo sapiens, arguing on talk platforms about whether other seers brainwashed me or if I masterminded the whole thing. The police claimed to have DNA proof that I’d done the actual killing, as well as evidence that a male seer, possibly more than one, had ejaculated in my mother’s bed while Mom lay dying.
That last part, Revik said, was deliberately crafted to incite public outrage.
It didn’t make it any easier to hear.
We sat on the couch in the small ship’s cabin for hours that first night. He led me there before he told me anything.
Sitting me down, he peeled the prosthetics off my face carefully, throwing them one by one into a small trashcan while I watched. He indicated for me to remove the contact lenses. Once I had, he threw those away as well.
He pulled me to him then, holding me against his chest as if to contain something that might otherwise explode outward, coating the cabin walls with their seashell wallpaper and bland paintings. After he’d gotten the initial reports back from Chandre—the small, muscular, female seer with long black braids and frightening-looking reddish eyes who commanded the shipboard guard—I still hadn’t been able to cry. I had no idea if he drugged me, or used his light to get my vigil to finally end. But eventually I fell asleep.
That had been days ago.
The cruise ship docked at least once during that time, letting human tourists off for shore excursions and kayaking, trips to see wooden totem poles carved as eagles and bear spirits, and authentic salmon bakes with real Native Americans.
Revik parked me in front of a media player with a remote, the room service menu, and a list of pay-per-view channels. I’d flipped through listlessly before settling on a bland comedy with a talking dog and two teenagers who were lost...somewhere.
Now, it was dark outside again.
I heard the sound of water being pushed out of the way by the ship’s prow, churning an inexorable wake. The glass door to the balcony stood propped open, a single orange bulb glowing over its frame, illuminating spray-filled wind.
Revik disliked enclosed spaces, I’d learned, especially while he slept. Air always had to be flowing from somewhere, no matter how cold. He’d sat with me again that night, once he got back from one of his wanders outside the cabin.
After what felt like hours where we curled up together on the couch, he got up, stretched, and left me sitting alone on one end like a posable doll. He went through cabinets, searching drawers and in-built closets along the curved walls and even in the bathroom.
I had no idea what he was looking for, until he emerged with a bottle of vodka and a gun.
I’d laughed aloud.
He aimed a quizzical look in my direction until I motioned for him to pass over the vodka, which he’d done reluctantly. Taking the bottle back as I started to open it with my fingers, he poured me a glass, watched me down it in a single shot. He poured me one more, and while I drank it, the bottle promptly disappeared. I didn’t see where, although I watched him, fighting a head rush from the alcohol, so tired I literally couldn’t make myself stand, though I’d barely moved all day and badly needed the toilet.
Taking my arm, he’d pulled me to my feet.
Opening a series of drawers, he grabbed the tank top, underwear and sweats I wore now before steering me into the bathroom and laying the clothes on the sink.
Seeing him about to speak, possibly to say something more meaningful than I could handle right then, I pointed at the clothes.
“Are those mine?” I actually recognized the shirt. 
He nodded. “Ullysa took care of it.” 
I felt a strange surge. “Oh.”
He felt where my head was going. “Before, Allie. While your family was still being questioned by SCARB and the Feds.” He hesitated. “Do you need help? You should take a shower.”
After a pause that stretched longer than it should have, I shook my head.
Studying my eyes a few seconds longer, Revik let go of my arm and backed out of the room, shutting the door behind him. Fingering the clothes still on my body, I realized those were mine too. I wondered how long I’d worn them, and replayed Revik’s comment about a shower. That was probably his way of telling me I stank.
I felt broken; I couldn’t believe how broken I was.
My mind tried to wrap around what that meant, to snap out of it, while I showered. The room had filled with steam by the time I finally came out, but it felt like no time had passed at all.
It had, though. He already lay on the bed, his pale legs sprawled on the coverlet beneath gray sweat shorts. His legs were muscular, I noticed, with a fine coating of dark hair. He caught me staring.
“It’ll be cold,” I said. “With the door open.”
He gestured me over, not speaking. I followed the motion of his hands in something like resignation. Other than guilt, I didn’t know what motivated him, but I couldn’t make myself care enough to ask him to stop. I let him hold me, thinking I’d never sleep after sleeping all day, then...nothing else.
He’d been talking to me, even then. I don’t remember anything he said.
Outside, black sky beckoned.
Pulling his fingers off me gently, I slid out from under his arm, shivering at another curl of wind that gusted through the cracked door to the balcony. I angled my legs off the bed, touching my feet to the carpeted floor, trying not to move the mattress as I regained my feet.
Sliding through the gap in the glass door, I walked across our room’s small balcony. My toes curled when they met the icy deck. Gripping the railing, I looked out over white and dark churning ocean before letting my gaze travel up.
Stars met the horizon in a cluster of pinpricks, creating a curved black bowl.
I blinked, tracing the swath of the Milky Way as I listened to faint music from other decks. A whisper from the Barrier showed me bars, casinos, hot tubs, restaurants, a dance club. I saw maps inside the construct I swam through, what might have been tracers of the various guards moving through the ship, some of them on duty, some off.
I didn’t care about any of it.
My gaze drifted a few balconies over, to where a lithe form stood alone by a painted rail. I glimpsed the telltale cheekbones of Chandre framed by thin, black braids. She stood unnaturally still. It wasn’t the stillness of a living being, but that of a boulder, or a parked car.
Then warm fingers touched my bare shoulder and I nearly shrieked.
Feeling him, I turned, relaxing even more when I saw his face.
I watched his gaze follow mine to the adjacent balcony. He stared at the other seer, and I wondered briefly if they were talking...then I remembered Kat and wondered something else.
His pale eyes shifted back to mine.
His fingers ran lightly down my arm, then wound around my hand.
“What are you doing?” he said, quiet.
I shivered, staring down at our joined hands.
Thinking about his question, I pointed up. His gaze followed mine and I saw his expression grow less hard as he took in the wash of stars. He continued to stand there, not moving. When the wind rose, I felt him shift the angle of his body so that it shielded more of mine.
Something in the warmth of having him near brought the emotions back without warning. I felt that kicking at my heart begin again, the feeling I’d woken to, mixed with a silent photograph of a decomposing eye staring through matted, dark hair I used to like to tug on with my fingers when I was a kid.
He wrapped his arms around me.
“You need to cry,” he said. “Why don’t you cry?”
I didn’t have an answer.
“Do you want someone else here? A female?”
“No.” I cleared my throat, then shook my head. “No, I want you here.” I gripped his arm tighter. “But I need something from you.” When he drew back, I studied his face. Seeing the taut look there, I smiled, but without humor.
It didn’t take much to arouse his paranoia, I’d also learned.
“Tracking,” I clarified, releasing his arm. “Shielding. I can’t stand being this helpless...and I’ll lose my mind for real if I spend another day in bed.”
I felt him think. Interest grew in his light.
“Tomorrow?” he said.
I nodded. I leaned into him again and felt him react, as he sometimes did...but he only tensed until the feeling faded in both of us. I knew I was taking advantage, letting things blur so much. I wondered if he’d even give me sex if I asked, if only to distract me.
I felt his breath pause.
“Is that what you want?” he said, low.
His words vibrated his chest against my ear, but I heard every one. I considered pretending I hadn’t.
“No,” I told him instead.
I felt him hesitate, but his relief was palpable...palpable enough to make me feel worse.
I let my embarrassment be there, knowing he felt it, unable to do anything about that, either. Pride became meaningless when everyone could read your mind; you could either accept being pathetic in hundreds of unexpected, unacknowledged ways...or go crazy.
He withdrew slightly from our embrace, then slid his light into mine as if to compensate, merging into me until I couldn’t move. I got lost there, like wandering into a vast space with no walls or corners. No sexuality lived behind it, nothing but warmth and light, like being immersed in steaming water. He relaxed more, willing me further in. I started to react but managed to dull it, aided by the fact that I didn’t feel anything from him other than calm as he leaned into me.
Later, I would remember clouds...giant clouds of light.
There is a valley between high mountains, a red and gold crevasse that opens out onto a sea of liquid gold and diamonds. Here, I’m never alone. My friends surround me, and the water caresses every worry from my mind. My mother swims in that light-filled ocean, open in a way I barely remember. She laughs, splashing me with her hands, and her dark eyes shine with a soft calm, in a way they never did when—
I jerked awake.
The sound of the ship’s prow pushing through water greeted me, along with the motion of his breath under my cheek from where he held me tightly against his chest.
He was breathing harder; I felt him fighting to control it. Without pulling away, I turned my head to gaze at the ocean.
Here, the water stretches only into black nothingness and cold.
Then, out of nowhere, he speaks.
“Allie...I lied to you. I remember my parents. I remember when they died.”
It is a clumsy thing to say. I feel his awkwardness as he looks for a way to re-express it, to give it meaning to me. Tears well in my eyes. He holds me tighter, and I feel his relief as I finally let some part of myself go.
I won’t see my mother again...except in nightmares. 
In those dreams, as in life, I am always too late.
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Revik stood before me, his height outlined in stars.
The night sky propelled me through its virtual folds, reconstructed in exacting miniature. I extended a hand to one of the fist-sized flames, feeling its warmth, wondering at the detail in the illusion.
“Where do you get these toys?” I said wonderingly.
Seer tech, he sent. “Are you ready?”
I nodded, gripping his shirt because it somehow helped with the illusion of flying.
Do not leave me, he warned. ...Not even a little, Allie.
Control freak. I smiled, tugging on his shirt to get him to smile back. “We’re just looking this time, right? A little psychic tom-peepery?” Feeling him hesitate, I shooed him with my free hand. “I won’t leave you.” I crossed my heart, saw his eyes follow my fingers. “Promise.”
“In Prexci, Allie.”
Thinking briefly, I switched languages. “I vow it!”
He continued to look doubtful.
I had asked for this.
We’d been eating breakfast the morning after that night on the balcony. We were halfway through plates of eggs and toast and ham when I reminded him of what he’d agreed to the night before. Instead of hesitating, or seeming disappointed, as I’d more than half-expected, he nodded at once, as if he’d been thinking about it.
First, though, he asked me what I wanted to learn.
“Everything,” I said, taking a bite of toast.
He smiled. “I’m not sure I can accommodate that—”
“Tracking,” I said. “Can you teach me that?”
A light sparked in his eyes. “Yes.” He leaned closer to me. “Where do you want to start?”
“Who ordered the hit on my mom?”
His pale eyes had immediately flattened, returning to the dull cold of an infiltrator’s eyes. He leaned back in his chair.
I got up when he didn’t speak, found a pen in the drawer of the inbuilt cabinet under the wall screen as I grabbed a sheet of the ship’s stationary. Plopping the paper down on the table in front of him, I bent over where he sat, sketching an outline of the Pyramid from memory. I took a few minutes, delineating the nodes that I’d seen change places, marking tiers I’d seen, too.
Revik watched me draw, shifting slightly in his seat, his arms crossed.
I circled the man sitting on top.
“Him. He’s the guy, right? Who is that?”
Revik met my gaze from less than a foot away. I could tell he was grudgingly impressed, but I wasn’t sure by what. He wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin, fingering the glass of juice by his plate. He gave a short laugh.
“D’ gaos, Alyson.” His pale eyes flickered up. “The best trackers in the Adhipan can’t answer that question. If you want to learn how to track, start with something small, something you have a connection to. These things go in stages...”
“So you won’t help me?”
His eyes narrowed. “Did you hear what I said?”
“I heard you. It’s just that I really think I—”
“Alyson!” He gave another short laugh. “No!”
“But how is it different from tracking anyone else?” I persisted, leaning my palms on the table. “Personal connection, right? Or a connection to something that’s connected to him? How hard can that be? I met that Terian guy...and you two were friends, right? And aren’t there, like...a million Rooks? You must still be connected to a few of them.”
He stared at me, his eyes horrified, bemused...even a little wary.
Pushing me gently aside with one arm, he stood and picked up his plate, placing it on the room service tray, stacking it on mine with the covers.
“I’ll teach you tracking,” he said after another pause. “But you’re going to have to do it my way.” He glanced over his shoulder, surprising me by smiling. “...As far as the ‘everything’ request, I have some ideas. How open are you?”
Open, as it happened.
Partly to distract both of us, and partly because he had too much time on his hands—he was type A with a capital “A,” I was learning—Revik made me his project. I knew he wasn’t telling me everything in terms of his reasons, but then, after our little talk that morning, neither was I.
He pushed me to learn not one, but several languages, mainly the seer tongue, Prexci, and basic Mandarin. He also wanted me to learn Russian, Hindi and Sanskrit, but apparently wasn’t enough of a masochist to start me on those until I’d made some headway with the other two.
He lectured me on seer history, politics, culture, mythology, biology, law...especially law; he was big on law.
He obtained recordings for when he might be absent or asleep, covering subjects like the entire Sark Codes, a sort of bible for his people. He described the evolution of controls following the death of Syrimne, the only documented telekinetic seer...and let’s just say, Revik’s version differed substantially from what I’d learned in school. He explained how laws for seers under the Human Protection Act evolved to include mandatory registration, travel, employment and residency restrictions, forced implantation, sight slavery and how Seer Containment, or SCARB, grew out of a branch of the World Court.
He tested me, trying to gauge what I could do with my light. He didn’t pull any punches, either, pronouncing me worthless at blocking and not much better at reading, what he called “the basics.” He said my concentration had to improve about a hundredfold before I could do anything in the Barrier alone.
To teach me blocking, he’d taken to hitting out at me with his light when I wasn’t expecting it. A few times, he caught me off guard enough...and hit me hard enough...that I got a nosebleed, like he had in the car.
He also obtained permission to have Eliah, one of the Seven’s Guard, teach me mulei, the seer martial art. When I asked why he couldn’t just teach me himself, he mumbled something about how he wasn’t allowed. I heard the word “penance” muttered somewhere in that speech, but he didn’t explain to me what it meant.
The Seven’s Guard kept regular passengers and crew out of our part of the ship, which also meant seers performed all housekeeping and food delivery. They stripped one of the larger rooms of furniture to make an exercise arena where Eliah could train me in sparring, too. The sparring itself was damned hard—seers had faster reflexes, better hearing and vision, more intolerance to pain because they could detach their light from their physical bodies, and they mixed sight skills in with their physical fighting.
So basically, no matter how much I absorbed, I earned new bruises daily.
Revik taught me “normal” things, too.
Before I was fully awake that morning, he sat on the end of the bed, explaining semi-organic machines to me, and the basics on how they worked. Laying Barrier images over virtual, he also showed me the primary theoretical models or “breeds” of living machine. He explained how they arose from Barrier experiments by seers during that brief period of integration with humans in the early twentieth century, and how seers were banned from scientific research in the forties partly because a handful of renegade seers took to “persuading” the more intelligent organics to turn on their human masters.
He said Syrimne basically invented the wires, too, while experimenting with ways to both enhance and control seer powers using organics and semi-organics.
I’d never heard that version of history before, either.
Some of what Revik taught me was blatantly illegal. 
Like how to break keypads and access locked computer networks, pulling passwords and bypassing firewalls with my sight. How to avoid racial tagging systems and blood monitors as well as closed-circuit cameras and other security surveillance. How and when to push humans into giving me things I needed. How to feel facial recognition software and other external scans with my aleimi, and how to fool a DNA, fingerprint or iris scanner into a false positive for human, or a false negative on an ID by my DNA, if I was wanted by SCARB or Interpol.
Others were relatively benign. 
Like how to greet strange seers and the rules on asking other seers for help. Legal loopholes such as when and how to claim clan status to avoid certain searches and seizures. Etiquette in seer temples and homes. How to act towards older seers, especially family members or any other category of seer to whom respect or deference was owed.
Revik informed me I would get a new identity and a clan tattoo once we made it to Asia. The Seven would reclassify a dead seer with my stats, and presto...Alyson May Taylor would cease to exist.
I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
Revik further explained how I could claim proportional citizenship if they set me up with a human sponsor. Meaning, if I gave up some rights of movement and association, including sexual rights, depending on the contract, I would get limited citizenship rights proportionally related to the contractual agreements with whomever I worked.
“Your world is terrifying,” I told him.
“We didn’t make it so,” was his response. He paused then, thinking. “Well. Mostly.”
He went on to explain that contractual citizenship was just one way humans pressured seers to work for the military and in other quasi-legal occupations. Civilian contracts could only grant rudimentary rights...rights which generally didn’t include travel or association beyond specified categories...”entertainment,” including prostitution, being one of those most easily granted.
The military offered, among other things, nearly unlimited freedom of movement when not on the job, coupled with moderate rights of association without the need to sell sex.
Not surprisingly, a big market for seer contracts also existed in organized crime syndicates. But, Revik noted wryly, the life spans of those seers tended to be shorter, and Rooks dominated that market almost exclusively. Even the mafia didn’t make a habit of killing seers indiscriminately, however; trained seers with high sight-ranks were far too valuable. 
Seer mafias existed as well, according to Revik, mainly dealing in seer children and organic material, including blood.
I got flickers as he spoke, glimpses of Asian seers on donkeys, leading dirty, barefoot children with dark eyes across the snow, metal collars around their necks like those I’d seen on the prostitutes and other owned seers in San Francisco.
He’d also mentioned casually, 
...Even if you are able to legally change identity, you should know that Sark females like you are not legally sentient to the seers, either. If your race were made public by the Council, I would officially be your owner. And if I forbid it, you cannot consent.
We’d been eating on the balcony, and he paused at this, taking a bite of apple as he waved his hand vaguely.
It can be good for us, for they cannot lie and say you have consented where duress was involved. Providing you trust me with this, of course.
I’d stared at that particular mouthful, not sure where to begin.
“Not sentient?” I said. “As in lacks sentience?”
He’d shrugged. “It is a legal fiction, to require ownership.” 
“But why females, exactly?” I’d said.
“Not females,” he said, looking at me. You misunderstand. These laws are to control seers with telekinetic powers.
That took me another few seconds to process. Even so, I had to admit it made sense, given the Syrimne thing.
Finally, I shrugged. “So I’m a different race now?”
Revik had startled me, gesturing in the affirmative.
“Well,” he amended, glancing at my expression. “Not really...your blood is somewhat different, but other seers have this genetic anomaly who are not telekinetic. You can reproduce with us...as far as I know.”
He hesitated, looking up at me where I stood by the balcony. He seemed to pick up on the fact that I knew he wasn’t telling me something.
He added, Telekinesis is believed to be at least partly genetic...so with females it could potentially be passed to offspring. It makes you very valuable, Alyson, and in a way that is more real to those who may not care about your significance as the Bridge. It is unclear to me how superstitious some of the higher ranking Rooks are. Although it is believed that Galaith himself is religious...
“Galaith? That’s their leader, right?”
“Yes.” At my continued stare, his colorless eyes had grown impatient. “You must have known they would have recorded what you did in the diner...with Jon. You have no one to blame but yourself, Allie.”
But I’d been remembering something else. The bridge over Lake Washington. The way the guardrail seemed to fold into itself just before we hit. It occurred to me that I must have done that, too...and that the Rooks chasing us must have seen me do it.
When I glanced at him next, Revik’s stare had grown irritated once more. More than that, I got a flavor of angry puzzlement underneath.
“Allie,” he said. “You should not have done that...not while they had access to your light. That was extremely foolish.”
“Excuse me,” I said, giving an outraged laugh. “I believe I saved your ass during that little screw up...Dehgoies.”
“Never do it again,” he said. The anger grew more prominent in his eyes. “Not for me or anyone else. I mean it, Allie.”
Feeling my anger turn real, he clicked at me sharply.
...Whatever story the human media gives, be sure that if the Rooks know you are telekinetic, then SCARB knows what you are, as well. Even if we change your identity to the humans, the seers will want assurances that you will remain docile. And some will want to breed you...consensually or not.
“Docile?” I said, barely containing my fury. “Breed me?”
Focusing back on his food, Revik shrugged, rearranging a cloth napkin on his lap as he looked out over the sunlit ocean.
“We’ll deal with it when we have to. You have protection for now. Vash will do his best...as will I.” He didn’t look up from where he was cutting a piece of meat.
“I won’t leave you in a bad position,” he added, gruff. “And I’m sorry if I seem ungrateful. I’m not. I just don’t understand how you can do these things, Allie...or why you don’t seem to understand how serious it is.”
I thought about pursuing that, as well. But at his warning look, I left off.
Sometimes our minds were way too entwined.
Now we stood in a cluster of virtual stars, and he’d promised to take me somewhere.
In Revik-world, this was probably the closest to a date I’d get.
“Where first?” I said in Prexci.
“Balixe,” he said. “It is a seer city.”
Balixe means water in the seer tongue... my mind recited.
“Yes.” Surprise wafted off him. You know of it?
“Only by name,” I joked. At his flat look, I sighed, thinking loudly that I’d watched a history program on ancient seer culture in one of the vids he’d given me. In that particular program, it said Balixe housed the ruins of the last Elaerian city.
Revik nodded. “That is correct.”
“I know,” I said. I tugged on his shirt. “Can we go?”
He caught hold of my wrist. I barely had time to take a breath when...
 

 
...I’m not breathing.
A horizon forms as I watch, framed by distant mountains, and I see currents, streams of swift-moving lights of all colors pertaining to dark. The currents flow like water or liquid starlight, level after level, hundreds of miles above and below where I am, and once again, I am forced to fight feelings of insignificance, of being swallowed in the vastness of how little everything about me truly matters. 
Beauty overcomes those feelings of smallness, however. Dark clouds hang heavy in the distance, shot through with even more subtle frequencies of light, making me long for a sunrise, for stronger beams of illumination in the churning aliveness of the night.
Then I am looking at him, and I forget all the rest.
Geometrical patterns flow around Revik’s hyper-detailed form, sparking out in small, colorful arcs of current and light. I reach out, touching one of the shapes, and from his reaction, it isn’t dissimilar to poking him in the eye.
Cut it out, he says. Look for the track, Allie.
At my blank reaction, he sighs, sending up more plumes of light and feeling.
You know the theory, he says, patient now, if barely. If you don’t know the thing you want to resonate with, find another way in...
When my confusion doesn’t lessen, he prods me again.
There are three ways seers track, Allie. The first is imprinting...it is what I am doing now, using an imprint given to me by Vash.
He flashes a multi-dimensional image, too quick for me to take in.
...I could also use a personal object, audio or visual recording, blood, fingerprints, urine, hair, even a smell...all of these are imprints. Imprinting is the most common track, as imprints are everywhere. Imprinting is the reason for the image ban, Allie...and the ban on trade in biological artifacts...
...The second way is location track, he continues evenly. This is based on the principles of spatial intersection. In simple terms, if you know the location of something in the physical realm, you can track it in the Barrier. To do so, however, your knowledge must be very precise. It also does not work so well for time jumps, or Barrier echoes...
I have no idea what these are.
The third way, he says, ignoring my implicit question. Is a line track. It denotes having a personal connection with, or “direct line” to the thing you are tracking. Or in this case, something that is resonating with the thing you are tracking...which is me.
He waits for me to follow this train of thought.
Use the opportunity to feel me under a track, Allie.
I am following his logic now. If I resonate with him, and he resonates with the target, I will resonate with the target, too. Simple.
I focus on a current of light I don’t recognize in one of his hands. The vibration immediately changes my own.
...Resonance does not have a spatial or interconnectivity limit, he adds as I play with his light. If you resonate with something that resonates with something that resonates with something...you can track any part of the chain. Distance can muddle the imprint, but it doesn’t have to.
The military, of necessity, depends mainly on secondary or tertiary links...sometimes those of much greater distances from the target. Most of the work of infiltration is this. Uncovering lines or “taps,” which can be complex...even tedious. Infiltrating the target’s life, hunting them to get close to their light...
I am fascinated, picking up images from him.
You still do this?
Professionally?
Yes, he sends.
For who?
His light sparks in irritation. Try to match my light...or go back and wait for me in the room, Allie.
Touchy, touchy, I send softly.
But I am trying to do what he says, so his thoughts grow slightly less grumpy. 
When you track, it is better if the target does not feel you, he advises. He waits for me to adjust, based on his words. When I don’t, he sighs again. This is not subtle, Allie. If I were a target, I would know I was being tapped.
I heard you. Just let me get the hang of it, okay?
He gives in, letting me openly examine his light.
He is cranky today, though. I have no idea if it has anything to do with me, but I decide to do as he says...until I am distracted again by the mechanics of our lights’ interaction. My aleimi really wants to resonate with his. It is less a matter of trying, more a matter of letting it. So I relax, unfurling a fist that I hadn’t known I clenched. My vibration changes.
I feel Revik’s approval.
Good, he sends.
He is closer to me now, and suddenly I am fighting the other thing. The pulling-nausea-pain feeling I get around him is stronger without my body, carries more of an imperative. It occurs to me that pain is likely how my body translates that imperative, like converting electrical signals...then it occurs to me that I’m embarrassed, trying to make it scientific.
Revik politely withdraws his light.
Are you ready? he sends.
I consider, for the hundredth or so time, asking him about that pull, then decide to leave it for when he’s in a better mood.
I let him feel that I am. Ready, that is.
He releases whatever he uses to keep us in place and we shoot across the night sky. There are no vortices this time, and the movement from one place to the next happens fast, almost instantaneously, without a breath between states.
A city bursts out of the dark.
Its many windows reflect the morning rays of a bloated sun peeking over the horizon. I recognize the skyline from my dreams. I see the jagged steel and glass squares sticking out of the ground, the older city beside them, the dense layer of smog over the honking cars and bicycles and auto-rickshaws on the street. People walk down the sidewalk in ragged patterns and stand by coffee shops and older-looking buildings with red and gold facades. I see flickers of the city from all sides...from the ground to a vantage point somewhere in the clouds.
I am afraid, focusing on the enormous metal and glass squares looming out of the dust of a predawn sky, the watery structure squatting closer to the ground. 
I see more cars and bicycles and the light brightens, when...
...I am hovering over a different square, filled with people.
The sky in this new place is the opposite of the one over modern-day Beijing. 
The curve of the atmosphere looms so high and clear I think it must belong to a different planet. The sun shines hotter here, too, but gentler somehow; it hangs in the sky, a near gold-white, so small and bright I can’t look at it for long, even from inside the Barrier.
The city’s buildings have rounded corners instead of square ones. They crouch around one another, yet have a kind of regal elegance, covered in greenery that makes them appear almost alive under the dense shadows of dark stone. Cut windows without glass overlook the center of town behind balconies covered in moss and dripping sprays of purple flowers. A fountain marks the center of the square itself, and watery creatures decorate the basin, foaming more of that crystal blue water from mouths and fingers.
Black volcanic tiles pave the center of the square, too. The streets radiating outward from that same square are of large cobblestones, but those stones look new, or as if someone polishes them daily. Statues mark the passage into arterial roads that spiral out from the center like spokes in a wheel. Flags ripple in a light breeze like silken snakes.
A portly man who looks to be in his mid-sixties stands at a balcony, giving a speech to a packed crowd standing below. The older man wears dark red pajamas and a long, embroidered tunic that looks Asian yet is not.
The crowd listens raptly as he speaks. I look over the crowd, fascinated by the beauty in so many of the faces I see, regardless of age. Men and women both wear their hair long, I notice. The men’s is wound in wooden clips studded with brightly colored stones, and the women’s hangs loose down their backs, woven through with thin metals and threads with small, embedded stones. More jewelry adorns men’s hands and ankles, compared to the women who wear stones at their throats and hanging from around their ears.
I listen to the crowd murmur, although the language is new to me, and to Revik too, it seems...so different that even my mind’s translations inside the Barrier aren’t quite right. Above the speaker’s head, a three-dimensional Barrier image shows two curved lines with parallel staves, like a crude drawing of one of those impossibly tall Japanese bridges.
Everyone in the square sees it, I realize. The image is painted inside the Barrier, but they all see it over him, and stare at it in some curiosity.
The man’s words grow more distinct, however briefly.
“I do not present this...concept from...ego, for self-aggrandizement,” I hear him say. Words go missing in his speech, words for which my mind cannot find context. “I merely wish for sight...the urgency behind...my plea. It can be peaceful,” he adds, holding up a finger. “There is no wanting to...war. Or...living miseries.”
The man continues to speak.
I hear only some of the words.
He speaks of working through differences, of wars that have come before. He exudes confidence, yet is unsure if they hear him, if they really understand what he is trying to tell them. I feel a lot about his mind, I realize.
My spine prickles as I wonder if it is too much.
This is Balixe, Revik says.
I startle, having forgotten him.
Even so, I look around me as his words sink in, in a kind of wonder. This is more than prehistory. This is history most humans don’t acknowledge having existed at all. This is history before humans.
If Revik is affected by this, I cannot tell. He continues to teach, even here.
This is our history, Allie...not prehistory from a seer perspective, but early history, certainly. The Merensithly Address, prior to the first Displacement...
The First Displacement? I say wonderingly. So these are Elaerian? They are the first race?
I feel Revik acknowledge this, right before his thoughts grow audible once more. Most cannot even see events of this kind. Vash is very generous to share it with us. 
Revik gestures towards the podium.
This man...he is famous to seers. History describes him as the final war’s architect...its greatest proponent. It is unknown whether he was a Rook, as we think of Rooks today. But he was definitely some kind of precursor to those that exist now...
His words cut me somehow.
Focusing back on the podium, I shake my head.
No, I tell him. That’s not right.
I feel Revik’s puzzlement, riding the edges of his bad mood. He looks between me and the man.
It is right. He makes an effort to be conciliatory. Do not be naïve about his words, Allie. He was a politician, a rich man who only claimed to be a humble scientist. He used his studies to further his social and political agendas...
It is not his words, I say, pointing. It is his light. Look at it!
Revik barely glances at the man, before frowning back at me.
Light can be disguised in many ways, Revik warns me. Do not be naïve about that, either. It is the oldest game in the Barrier, to impersonate light frequencies of one kind or another...I have done it, as an infiltrator. To pretend to resonate with someone or something safe or familiar to your target is often the easiest way to get them to lower their guard. As a Rook, I did this all the time, Allie. I would adopt the light connections of relatives or loved ones, simply to get the person to open to me...
I try to take this all in, shielding myself slightly from Revik’s emotions. But I cannot just go along, letting his words stand, when they feel so wrong to me.
No, I say finally. You’re wrong about him. You’ve been misinformed.
I feel Revik’s stare, even before I focus on him.
Allie, he says, and I feel him fighting the bad mood once more, the anger I feel under it. These scenes have been studied extensively by the clan elders. I’m not defending my own sight, but that of the greatest seers in the clans. He adds, sharper, I do not say this to cause offense, but you are a beginner, Allie...
Before I can think how to answer, the scene around us shifts.
It is difficult at first to tell where we are.
A dark organic platform has been erected in the middle of a ripped up town square. Looking at the broken pieces of estuary and volcanic glass, the piles of burning bodies and the mountains looming up above the remnants of the ancient city, feeling fills me without warning...it shocks me with its intensity.
Revik grabs my light arm.
Calm, he murmurs. Yes, it is the same square.
It affects him too. I feel his grief, but mostly I feel anger in him, unconnected to this place.
Before us stands the same man on the platform, but he is older now, and thinner. His eyes look haunted, hollowed-out. Someone has tied him to a pole at the center of the platform. Bruised and cut, his face hangs over a dark-colored robe spotted with blood. His feet are bare and look like they’ve been beaten with sticks; blood drops down on them from one leg.
A man on the young side of middle age with a dark beard stands next to him.
Feeling explodes in me...unfocused, irrational. 
Love, regret, grief...they tangle my light. I can’t tell if they are my feelings, my memories, or some imprint I carry with me, something handed to me from somewhere else. It is all too strong to sort out, too intense to do anything but try to absorb, or at least let pass through me.
The younger man raises his hands to silence the crowd. They look up at him, and I recognize that look, at least. They love him. They positively adore him.
Haldren, I murmur.
I feel Revik’s light focus on mine.
Just then, the bearded man’s voice rises, whipping in the wind.
“Kardek will die!” He speaks with passion, raising his hands as he shouts. “Yes! He will die...but his death will not save us. It is too late...the sickness will take many more. We will starve. We are almost out of water. Our enemies will kill us!”
Moans rise from the crowd, cries of pain.
I flinch away from them, feeling a part of me crushed into pieces like the volcanic rock, unable to feel without feeling too much. I know myself as connected in some way to what happened here. Not responsible, exactly, but more sad than I’ve ever felt in my life, even after my dad died. Even after my mother got murdered by the Rooks.
“...And for those of us left behind, there is no justice! Not for your families! Not for friends and neighbors! He cannot cure you! He can never bring back your joy!” 
Haldren’s dark eyes fill with emotion.
“...But I can promise you this! He will harm you no more!”
Shouts rise from the crowd, screams. Fists raise into the air.
I make myself look at them, at their faces, and at the city that had once been so beautiful. Flowers no longer bloom from balconies, though. The stones are broken like jagged teeth, strewn instead with fingers of dried sticks from dead plants and mud and other filth. Instead of ornate tapestries and curtains, rags are crammed in cracks to keep out the icy wind. Blankets covered in ash and blood flap in smoke-filled wind, warning passersby away from the disease hidden inside the walls of those dwellings.
Blackened holes also scar buildings from some kind of fight. Volcanic glass cobblestones are broken and torn from their moorings; most of what remains lay in chunks and powder. The crowd wavers on its feet: sick, thin, dirty, clothed in rags. Many have volcanic shard knives and spears strapped to their backs, along with branch-like devices that also feel like weapons.
The stone skeleton of the city is all that remains.
“This man,” the bearded man shouts. He points at Kardek. “...He, who has called himself the Bridge! He stands before you, a traitor to our people! A heretic, and a liar!”
I feel Revik’s shock ripple through my light.
His whole attention is on me now. I cannot look at him, though. I cannot even care about his reaction. I am being slowly crushed under the weight of this city’s pain. Like the rest of them, I focus on Haldren to keep from collapsing, the bearded man with the intense eyes and the angry voice. Haldren. He will redeem the old man, cleanse him through fire.
It feels just. Right, even.
Haldren is a friend. The way he speaks is familiar, the way the crowd hangs on his every word, as if in a trance. Moans rise with his voice, emotion-laden screams. People throw things at the old man, hitting him with pieces of ripped up cobblestones. I wince as the lines cross, but feel nothing, in my body or my mind. 
The man with the dark beard finally holds up a hand. He speaks quietly, for the old man alone. “You should have listened to me, Liego.” His voice breaks. “How could you do it? You will die the greatest mass murderer the world will ever know...”
With these words, it hits me.
More than that. It annihilates me.
I scream into that blue sky. NO NO NO! Get me out of here! NOW! NOW!
Allie! It’s okay! Revik is beside me, alarmed. No, afraid. It’s all right...
No. I shake my head, my terror crushed by grief once more. No, it’s not all right. Please, get me out of here. Now. Please, Revik...please...
He surrounds me, and then—
I am back in that quiet place.
It is the place he took me when my mom died. We float over a valley of sunset red. Towers of light billow like gold silk before an ocean of liquid diamonds and light. Normally, I think of it as his place...or maybe ours...but this time, it feels like mine. Friends surround me, try to comfort me. So much relief exists in being with them, in knowing it is finally finished, that it is finally over. That I don’t have to go back.
I don’t have to go back until...
Revik is there, too.
He is a different Revik, though, just as I observe a different me standing in waist-high water, in that golden ocean with my friends, relieved to be done. That other Revik talks to me in a low voice, and we are alone together now, and he holds me. He has perhaps been talking for some time, as if parts of us never stopped whispering in the dark. 
I feel myself grow calm.
His light coils deeper into mine and the pain worsens.
There is familiarity there, beyond what I’ve felt from anyone...beyond what I’ve felt from him. We know each other here. We are more than friends. It is his comfort I seek, above all the rest. I know he understands. He understands in a way that none of the others can, in a way they never will, no matter how hard they try.
He succumbs to the pull, without reservation, and wishes—
STOP! STOP IT!
Panic fills my light. This time, it’s not mine.
STOP THIS, ALLIE! Please, stop...!
I have not come to this paradise alone. The other Revik’s light flashes out.
The arc blows us apart like dead leaves, until—
 

 
I took a breath. I took another.
Air shocked my lungs. I choked on it, fighting to work the rhythms of my physical body, fighting to align myself, to exist inside myself.
Eventually, I found I was lying on the floor.
Virtual stars met my eyes, flooding the ship’s stateroom and the ceiling above where I lay. Flat-seeming now, those stars shone palely as they ran down pastel walls.
I felt him move next to me.
When I glanced over, he raised a hand, covering his face, but I saw his jaw harden before he did it. I realized only then that I clutched his shirt in my own hand, right before he pushed my fingers off roughly, forcing me to let go.
Some emotional kickback made it hard for me to look at him, but also hard to look away. I watched him sit up, trying to wrap my head around him again, around his familiarity, even through the shield he wore around himself like a wall. 
I couldn’t reconcile the impression of complete impenetrability I got off him with the sense that I knew him behind it, somehow.
I tried to push both feelings away, if only so he wouldn’t notice me thinking about him. I tried to pull my mind back into one piece, but could only breathe, watching him as he fought to do the same. I don’t remember moving, but somehow, I was sitting up, too, watching him breathe. I couldn’t seem to unclench my hand.
He looked at me. His eyes held the same expression they had that morning in Seattle.
Even as I thought it, he shook his head.
“I can’t do this anymore,” he said.
His voice was hollow, lost-sounding.
Whispers of that other place remained, pulling at his light and mine; I felt him wrestle with it, forcing it out of his light only to be compelled to look at it again. Pain wafted off him, for the first time in weeks, and he didn’t seem to be trying to hide it from me. Without thinking beyond a vague desire to reassure him, I reached for him, touching his face, pausing to finger his longer black hair back behind one ear.
He jerked from the caress, but afterwards he stared at me.
His eyes flickered to my mouth, lingered there.
For an instant, just an instant, he hesitated. Then I saw his eyes change. They grew openly angry...just before the light in them died.
“I can’t do this anymore,” he said again. His voice roughened. “I want to sever us. Do you understand me, Alyson?”
I didn’t understand, not really. But he waited for an answer.
“I think so,” I said. “I mean, I—”
“Will you agree to it?”
“I don’t really know what...” I trailed, seeing his eyes harden to glass. I softened my voice. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you want, Revik.”
“Good.” He nodded, once. “Thank you.”
Without waiting, he regained his feet. For a moment he only stood there, over me, as if catching his breath. Then he moved, stepping around me to reach the stateroom door.
He opened it without hesitating, without a backwards glance.
I saw him murmur something to the guard, too low for me to hear, and probably in a language I didn’t know. The man standing there stared first at him, as though he didn’t quite believe what he’d heard, then at me, his expression openly bewildered. The guard continued to stare at me, his eyes a near question, when Revik’s voice sharpened, bringing his eyes back to him. As I’d suspected, Revik didn’t speak Prexci, but something else...one of the languages he hadn’t decided to teach me. 
Eventually, the guard stammered a reply, bowing to him.
I watched Revik slip around the guard an instant later and disappear.
After a last, piercing look from the guard himself, the door closed.
I heard the lock glide into the wall with a soft click.
Through all of it, the stares and Revik’s anger, it slowly sank into my awareness that something had just happened...something decidedly more than one of our bantering back and forth bickering matches, or even the fight around Kat in Seattle. Even knowing this, I found I couldn’t move, or think really, not at first. I could only sit there, fighting to control whatever rose in me at his absence.
But I knew. Maybe I’d known for weeks now.
I was in love with him. Like, really in love with him.
Clearly, that wasn’t going to work for him, either.
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BETRAYAL
 
 
Terian studies the construct, mesmerized.
Like all constructs, the images that obfuscate the border between it and the Barrier proper contain some flickering of truth. Like now, they show a monolithic parade of living stills that coalesce around certain themes despite how quickly they morph and change. Water figures in abundance of course; given their mode of transport, that is hardly surprising. The construct flashes with waterfalls, waves, cracking ice in metal trays, rivers and streams gushing over dark stones, puddles on city streets, saliva, sweat, tide pools, rain.
Terian recognizes some of these images from providing light to Dehgoies in the past.
Others must belong to Alyson, or one of the Seven’s Guard, whose lights watch over the edges of the construct walls.
Terian has studied the construct for days.
It takes that long to notice differences in the ripples of light. Now he knows the rhythms and moods of its normal state, as well as the range of its oscillations.
Therefore, when a shift occurs in those rhythms, even a relatively small one, he cannot help but taste the new flavor, the faint whisper of something he hasn’t felt before within the churning pulse. The difference weaves into water and ice and cold night skies. The change is subtle, but distinct enough that Terian picks it out before it can be reabsorbed.
A flicker of warmth greets him, a fleeting image of limbs entwined, clouding breath and glowing eyes, gone as soon as he catches the scent.
He has felt masturbation before this, of course. 
There are over twelve seers inhabiting this particular construct. Only a few of those seers are female, including the Bridge. Even fewer of them are currently having sex. 
Terian even swears he’s felt Dehgoies masturbate...although he can’t be certain of something that specific, of course. Not from outside the construct’s walls.
This feels different.
The images stabilize, enfolded by whoever is currently tasked with monitoring the construct walls. Terian already knows that whoever that person is...it is not Dehgoies.
An old steam engine floats by, whispers of blood and illness, and then back to water and night, ice and mountains, eagles winging silently over cold waves and tastes of Asia and even flickers of Germany and the war, South America and the United States, Russia and the Ukraine. 
Withdrawing more of his consciousness from the Barrier, Terian pinpoints the new flavor again, rolling it over his tongue, so to speak, as his light acquaints him with the difference it carries, making sure he understands what it means.
Once he is sure, he snaps out entirely...
...and his blue eyes focused on polished wood.
Alone in the fireplace-heated room, he laughed aloud.
The raw flavor of sex was a new development, clearly. 
It could be one of the other seers, of course, but the impact it had on the construct made Terian doubt that very much. No, it had to be the Bridge...or Dehgoies himself.
Probably both of them.
Which meant, first and foremost, that Dehgoies had been uncharacteristically restrained with her. Terian couldn’t help but wonder why. In any case, it was almost a pity he would have to interrupt them so early in their little courtship ritual. If Terian had more information from behind those construct walls, he might choose not to, given the option.
After all, nothing was more vulnerable than a seer in the first stage of a mating ritual. As it was, Terian strongly suspected they had not yet consummated. Likely because Dehgoies did not wish to be that vulnerable, either.
Still, Terian wondered if there was more to it.
Terian had flown several of his bodies to this base in Alaska, to be on the waiting end of their slow excursion through the inside passage up the Canadian coast. Most cruises took a week to make the journey north to Anchorage. Likely to throw them off, Dehgoies and the Bridge followed a route that spent nearly a month on the coasts of the United States and Canada before entering the open seas for Russia. Terian had examined the route carefully, of course, as soon as he knew which ship they would take.
He would take them then, he’d decided...as soon as they had no place left to run. 
Once the ship left the shores of Alaska and entered the open ocean, Terian’s people would move on the Seven’s Guard, and then on to Dehgoies and the Bridge.
Which meant they needed to be in place well before.
Despite his careful planning, though, Terian was growing impatient.
Given all the movement in the Pyramid of late, he feared Galaith might be angling another of his squadrons into place to make the collar on the Bridge.
Terian knew how things worked.
One minute your team led a key op. The next, it was relegated to clean up duty. A security mechanism in part, the changes often had a mechanical component, built into the fabric of the Pyramid itself. The rotating tiers formed the primary defense that secured Galaith’s position as Head, by keeping all of the tiers below him in constant flux, and thus all of Galaith’s potential successors in flux, too. Despite the mechanical aspect of the rotating hierarchy, however, Terian happened to know that Galaith still had discretionary control at the top.
Terian would only be pulled if Galaith let it happen.
But Terian didn’t trust Galaith anymore. 
In fact, Terian had been getting the feeling for awhile now that the boss wanted to put some distance between himself and Dehgoies...maybe even between himself and the Bridge, too. Maybe Galaith thought he’d pull a stunt like Dehgoies had, try to tie the Bridge to him by gaining access to a more intimate level of her light.
In any case, Galaith had grown secretive again, telling Terian next to nothing about his overall plan. He’d been stalling on the final approach for weeks now. It almost seemed like he wanted Dehgoies and the Bridge to remain free awhile longer.
Terian knew he would never know if he’d been sidelined, either.
All he could do was run his own secondary op, and ignore the edicts from above if they seemed to pull him further and further away from the center of the action.
He wasn’t just any second tier aspirant.
In fact, Terian was pretty sick of being second-tier altogether.
The Org would have grabbed Dehgoies years ago if Terian had been in charge, not left him in the Seven to rot. Terian would have done for his friend what he hoped Dehgoies would once have done for him—help him see reason. Help him realize the depth of his mistake, and that it wasn’t too late to make things right.
He thought of Dehgoies as family.
He was certainly the closest Terian ever had.
Gods knew, his own biological roots hardly qualified. In fact, Terian had most of those early memories of dear mum and dad on back-file, inaccessible unless certain key words triggered their download. The system worked well enough, in that no one had ever stumbled upon those words inadvertently. Terian himself found those memories both useless and uninspiring.
A faint pulse sounded from the implant he had grafted to his spine at the base of his neck.
A voice eclipsed the construct. “Sir? Are you there?”
Terian adjusted his focus. “Yes, Varlan...I see you.”
“Has something changed, sir? Shall we continue to hold?”
Galaith had been unambiguous; he wanted Terian to hold back on a direct assault, to wait until the force could gather in Russia. Terian read additional motives in Galaith’s desire to wait, too—likely so that Dehgoies had time to grow more attached to his new charge—but Terian hadn’t told Galaith everything he knew about that yet, either.
He glanced at the little girl curled up on a stuffed chair, her face slackened in sleep. He knew what that part of him would say, if he asked.
It meant insubordination.
And yet, Terian had a good feeling.
Rarely had his good feelings steered him wrong.
“No,” Terian said to the seer on the line. “No more holding. It is time. Engage silent mode from the hierarchy proper. Report only to me, and wait for an opening. I strongly suspect we will see one, soon enough...”
The seer acquiesced silently, just before his presence faded.
 

 
Cold water. It was exactly what Revik needed.
Unfortunately, the pool water didn’t look at all cold.
Steam rose over shallows filled with splashing kids wearing cartoon-covered flotation devices. Revik stood at one side of the arch leading to the covered, lagoon-shaped pool with its glowing, underwater lights. So far he hadn’t done anything but walk.
He’d contemplated a drink, but couldn’t bring himself to act, not yet.
“Fuck,” he muttered.
Hearing him, a woman glanced up as she walked towards the pool, wearing only a bikini and a towel. He didn’t return her look directly, but his body responded to her stare, enough that he tensed.
Feeling his mood worsen, he made up his mind before he’d really thought about where. Somewhere in the background, he ticked through options. He automatically rejected the atrium or any of the casinos. There was a neon affair with a dance floor and padded leather bar crammed with drunk tourists, a poolside bar on the other side of the ship, a few scattered piano bars...and a smaller, faux-colonial British pub, replete with high-backed chairs, bamboo tables, potted palms and a real tiger skin on the wall over a fireplace.
Poor taste, touring the remnants of what had been some of the world’s most stunning glaciers, now a meager white only in the dead of winter, with the skin of an extinct animal nailed to the wall.
Snorting in a dark kind of humor, Revik decided it was perfect.
He walked in that direction, passing the entrance to the salon and gym. He located the pub the next floor down, and after a quick scan, found an empty barstool that placed him with his back to the wall on the far corner.
He hesitated only another breath before extracting a copper-colored clip from his pocket and hooking it to the collar of his shirt.
He hadn’t been careful. The bartender frowned.
Pretending not to notice, Revik waved for a drink, pointing at one of the taps. Reluctantly, the human took a glass off the back shelf, and filled it.
“You got a permit?” he grunted, setting down the pint in front of Revik.
Revik ignored the man’s hostility, nodding. 
“The management wanted it discrete. Clips only...no wires.” He lifted the beer, and the thread of the man’s mind.
...we’ll just see about that, ice-blood. Can’t hurt for me to check with “the management,” after all...
The human’s thick fingers were already reaching for his earpiece when Revik brushed the thought from his mind. 
Instantly, the large hand dropped.
The bartender stood by the computerized cash register, puzzled.
By the time he’d moved a few steps away, he forgot Revik entirely.
Sighing, Revik moved his stool further into shadow and settled himself in to wait. On a ship of this kind, most wouldn’t even recognize the clip. He might have a long wait before he got approached, if he relied on that alone.
Still, it felt cleaner this way. If he got no interest after a few more drinks, he’d reassess. He let his eyes go to the monitor over the bar, which displayed the day’s news. He got through a few beers watching brightly-colored avatars argue about terrorism and China’s inadequate response to the threat of renegade seers on their own soil.
An hour later, he’d switched to bourbon.
He contemplated a walk to the neon bar to try his luck, when he felt eyes on him and turned. A slender woman in tan slacks and a form-fitting ivory sweater stood a few paces behind him, probably in her early forties.
He’d seen her walk in, but dismissed her when she pulled out a book and settled in a corner to read, an appletini parked on the round cocktail table in front of her. She had money, clearly, but looked the type who wouldn’t go near a seer bar if her life depended on it. The kind whose human husbands tended to be Ullysa and Kat’s most regular customers.
He saw her study the clip on his collar, then glance down the length of his torso and legs. Seeing his eyes on her, she hesitated only a second longer. Clutching a small black purse in one hand and the martini glass in the other, she walked briskly up to the bar, her lips pursed.
Approaching him directly, she leaned against the wood.
He didn’t move his leg when she pressed into his thigh. She glanced up at him cautiously, an odd mix of nerves and daring and curiosity in her eyes.
“Are you what I think you are?” she said, soft.
He nodded, still watching her face.
“Yes.”
She studied his eyes, looking from one to the other as if trying to see past them. It was almost a seer’s stare. He found he was already reacting to her, and kept his mind carefully away from hers. As if she’d heard him, she said,
“Are you reading me now?”
“No,” he said, smiling.
“Do you want to?”
“Yes,” he said truthfully.
When she didn’t move away, he slid down further in his seat, glancing for the bartender. The woman looked down at him, reacting to his mind’s nudge, and reddened. Giving a nervous laugh, she brought her martini glass to her lips.
“I see. How much?” She hesitated. “You charge, right?”
“Yes.” He thought fast. “Five hundred.”
“Five hundred? Are you worth that?”
He dipped lightly into her mind. She waited, as if she knew what he was doing. He pulled out a moment later, shifting slightly on the stool.
“For you, yeah,” he said.
She smiled wanly. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”
He smiled politely.
“This is crazy,” she muttered, taking another swallow of her drink. “I’ve never even talked to one of you before.” She switched her purse to her other hand, looking down the bar to buy herself time.
Revik didn’t answer. He’d learned more than he wanted in his brief tour. She was lonely. Her husband was on the cruise, too, but with someone else, likely someone he’d arranged to have come on the ship so he could slip away from his wife every chance he got. This woman knew, obviously, but for some reason wasn’t ready to leave him.
Human sexual relationships depressed the hell out of him.
He was about to tell her to forget it, when she nodded decisively.
“Okay.” She downed the rest of the martini, her eyes bright. “What the hell. Do you have a place, or—”
He shook his head. “Not yet.”
She pursed her lips. “Really? Then when?”
Revik hesitated. He hadn’t thought this through. Now that he had an actual person to react to, he realized he wasn’t worth anything close to the price he’d quoted. He needed an appetizer first, even if it was just his hand. He nodded towards the fireplace.
“In an hour? There’s something I have to do first.”
She looked doubtful, and he shook his head.
“Not that,” he assured her.
She nodded, but clearly didn’t believe him.
Hesitating another beat, he got up from the barstool, realized he still had an erection and paused, willing it to subside. When it wouldn’t, he felt his face warm. Instead of walking away, she lingered by him, shielding him from the rest of the room. His pain worsened briefly.
“Thanks,” he said after a moment.
She glanced down, a faint smile on her lips. “So the rumors are true, then? Is your kind always this...enthusiastic?” She waited for his answer, then added, “It’s good to know I don’t repel you, at least.”
Bitterness colored the last of her words.
Impulsively, he touched her hand that held the glass, letting his fingers linger on her skin. She shivered as it turned into a caress, and for another instant, he hesitated. He would lose her if he left now, he realized. He made up his mind as he felt her blush under his stare. He circled her wrist with his fingers.
“Forget the money,” he said. “And the hour.”
She blinked at him, and for the first time, he noticed her eyes were green. His cock hardened painfully again, even as nausea slid through his chest, making it hard to breathe.
“We’re not always like this,” he said, watching her look at him. “It won’t be as good.”
She studied his eyes. “It’ll be good enough.”
“Now,” he said, to be clear. “Are you ready?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Okay.” She balanced her martini glass on the edge of the bar, following the insistent tug of his fingers. He unhooked the clip from his collar, shoving it in his pocket as he led her out of the room.
 

 
I threw my jacket on the floor of the cabin, unwinding cotton wraps from my hands with shaking fingers. A few choice swear words left my lips, loud in the empty room.
Sparring hadn’t helped my mood at all. I’m not sure why I thought getting my ass kicked for the hundredth time by Eliah would help under the circumstances, but maybe I hoped it would distract me at least. 
I could already feel Revik hadn’t been back.
Still, a tendril of my light flickered out, examining the room to be sure. Realizing that no amount of scanning was going to change reality, I slumped cross-legged to the floor. Fingering my hair out of my eyes, I fought a sudden tightness in my chest and closed my eyes.
Barrier clouds appeared.
A wolf runs across the tundra, tongue flicking over black lips in a blood-stained grin, body elongating...
But I don’t want to see that again, either.
Clouds hang bright and sharp, still against liquid black.
The Barrier enfolds me in dark and light waves. I can see it now, easily, whenever I close my eyes and resonate with its vastness. More importantly, I can feel when I am inside it, not just looking at it from without, or glimpsing the places where the physical world and the Barrier world overlap.
I’m not supposed to be here.
Even without Revik’s warnings, my gut tells me so.
The construct should keep me safe. I’m in a big fishbowl of protected space, cut off from the Barrier proper...but even I know that what I’m doing isn’t strictly covered by the construct’s shield. It’s not enough to stop me, though. 
Not now, and not the countless times I’ve done it before, when Revik wandered out of the room at night or in the early morning, or whenever he thought I was asleep for more than an hour. He thought I didn’t know he roamed the halls while I slept, but I did.
I’d wait for him to leave, and then I’d sit like this. I even snuck in a few jumps after he’d passed out on the bed.
Those were riskier though...he was a light sleeper.
I no longer need to pause at the edge of the sharp clouds. I’ve eliminated a lot of the preliminaries, and even the intermediary steps. I’ve learned to make my jumps economical, due to the time constraints.
Even though I have time now, I do the same.
I don’t screw around, or look at the scenery. I don’t bother to play in any of the currents that flow in the waves above or below where I float in the clouds. I don’t visit nebulae, or stare up at the multicolored stars like I did the first few times I came here on my own. I don’t bother with vortices, either.
I aim directly at the gray wall around the spot at the top of the Pyramid.
Images hit me at once.
Most center on the keys I turned to get this far. The faceless man hides behind door after door, but it always starts in the same place, with a bearded man on a scaffold in a dying city that has a main square covered in broken shards of black volcanic glass. Before the Barrier jump with Revik, the image held no storyline, no meaning to me. Now I know, somehow, that the bearded man on the scaffold is the faceless man.
They are both Haldren, both Galaith.
Somehow.
I don’t understand, but I also don’t care.
Haldren whispers over an old man’s battered body.
Liego...Liego Kardek...why did you do it? 
I know now that Kardek is the old man’s name.
Revik blames Kardek for the war that killed the Elaerian...the First Race...but I know better. I know Liego better by now, too. Liego and Haldren go way back, sharing a timeline I don’t understand, but that I am forced to accept on some level, at least enough to find him. I see Liego with Haldren when he is a child in that other world. A squalling, sickly child wearing rags, alone and abandoned. Liego rocks him to sleep, sings songs when the orphanage comes late to pick Haldren up from the school where Liego teaches.
Liego pities the boy. Eventually, that compassion becomes a deeper love.
The boy moves in with him and a man named Massani after no one claims him from the first set of wars. I watch Liego feed the four-year-old. I see him talk to an angry, confused adolescent, hold him as he cries at some disappointment or rejection. 
I see Liego teach him in his private laboratory, ready him for exams, introduce him to a society that accepts him because of who Liego is.
Hatred wells up in me, mixed with a love that hurts more.
It is not my life, not my problem, but I take it personally. I take him personally. I crash through wall after wall, following the thread of that gaunt child.
He still exists...somewhere.
Haldren. His name is Haldren.
A recklessness lives in me. I decide I am tired of the slow way, the seer game of hide and seek, step by step, mapping and remapping of lines, all the cloak and dagger bullshit that I’ve tried my best to follow as Revik taught me. I don’t need to understand all the threads that tie me to this place and time. I am looking for the monster who killed my mother. I don’t care that he was once a child in some other version of Earth, except that it might help me find him now.
Dropping the pretense, I envision the child in the front of my mind.
I call to him.
I yell his name through the faceless shadows of a distant Pyramid, and most of the beings tied to that prison do not hear.
I think it is futile, that I am wasting my time, when...
I am with him.
Abruptly, I am there, at the top of all those chafing lines.
I float over the apex of the Pyramid.
Shocked by my success, I see him. He sits alone, in a structured room. Lines of silver and hard, metallic white stick to his head and heart.
The child is one of a thousand whispering masks.
He looks like a machine. The Pyramid has disappeared, I realize. It occurs to me that it disappeared because I am inside it. Haldren doesn’t move, doesn’t seem to see me at all. He rests inside a dream. A flat, pleasant emptiness.
Watching him exist in this state, I find I almost understand.
He is safe here. He is protected, in a way that the old man couldn’t protect him when he was alive. He is protected from feeling, from vulnerability, from caring about anything that might hurt him, or make him feel pain. He can sit in this empty space, untouchable, because the silver light ensures that he doesn’t have to feel any of it. He can give orders, and tell himself he is the cause of none of it. He can be the king of ghosts, of wasted machines.
He can kill my mom.
Or he can let it happen...and not care about that, either.
Anger flares my light.
A white arc leaves me, utterly different from the seething strands eclipsing Haldren on his metal throne. The flame sparks as it comes in contact with the Pyramid’s trembling strands. It finds one of the connecting points.
There is a strange silence.
Then a tangled, silver ball explodes.
I hear the crack below that single pearl of flame. Something totters, begins to fall. I hear voices scream, awakened from their collective dream. I watch that piece of the Pyramid tumble into a void-like abyss. Everything disappears below the connecting point I have broken. I watch lights disappear, erased from the network mind like branches cut from a dying plant...
Haldren disappears.
I fall. I fall for a long, long time...
Until I see only one face, one being.
A narrow, wasted mask looks at me, its eyes like poisoned urine. The face holds a dense knowing, a mirrored depth. The being smiles. I’m not looking at a person anymore. I am looking at one of the Rooks.
I see you, Bridge, it whispers.
I see where you are...
 

 
...and I sat up, gasping, batting at my head with my hands.
Just like that afternoon, I found myself lying on my back on the carpet, but instead of VR stars I see the low, white-painted ceiling of the stateroom.
My head hurts. There is sharp pain, but also a feeling of despair.
I realize I am still partway in the Barrier and dig my nails into my arm, trying to force myself the rest of the way out.
My eyes clicked back into focus.
The silver light clung to my head in some undefinable way, so I sparked outwards with my aleimi, trying to get it off me.
All I felt was amusement, laughter as the being left.
I was still sitting there, gasping, when a sharp knock rattled the cabin door. I turned to stare at it, fighting to regain my breath, fighting the fear that wanted to throw me back into the Barrier.
Revik wouldn’t knock.
“Allie?”
I recognized the Irish accent. Eliah.
“What the hell’s on in there, love?”
Only minutes had passed. Seconds, maybe.
White hands on green mirrors. Blood with water.
He was thirsty. So fucking thirsty. Everything hurt, and...
Pain whispered through my fingers. I held my head, biting my tongue as hard as I could to try and keep my light inside my body.
“Yeah,” I managed. “Okay. What do you want?”
I don’t remember saying he could come in, but the door opened. Eliah crossed the threshold into the room and stopped, looking around as if startled by a strange smell. Closing the door behind him, he studied me with cocked head.
“What’ve you been doing in here, love?”
I pulled myself shakily to my feet, wincing at the bruises from our earlier fight.
“Feeling sorry for myself,” I said, forcing a smile. My hands shook, so I clenched them at my sides, not meeting his gaze directly. “Why? Do you want to kick my ass again?”
He smiled wanly, but his eyes didn’t leave my face. “You all right?”
“I’m fine, Eli. What’s up?”
“Orders.” He hesitated, then glanced at the bed, as if he couldn’t help himself. “...To hear tell it, your other half will be out for awhile. I’m supposed to keep you company until he gets back. You know, keep you from being too bored...” Trailing, he watched me rub my temples. “Allie-bird? Seriously. You don’t look so good.”
I flinched a little at the nickname, but didn’t answer.
My mother had called me that.
Still casting around for something to keep me focused on the room, I tried to hold a normal expression as Eliah sat down on the bed. When the pause went on too long, I forced myself to look at him.
Unlike me, he’d changed out of the sparring gear.
I’d never really seen him in street clothes before, not apart from glimpses through the door when he guarded our stateroom. He had two different-colored eyes, one nearly black, the other blue, yet with his hair combed back and the blue sweater he wore, the combination worked well with his square jaw and salt-and-pepper hair. Sitting casually on the end of the bed, hands clasped between the knees of his dark-brown slacks, he looked like a cologne ad, or maybe a television spot for high-end coffee. What was it with these seers, that all of them were good-looking? The men all looked like GQ models.
Eliah had the air of a man who’d never bother with a midlife crisis. He’d be too busy scuba diving the Norwegian fjords or tackling K2.
He smiled faintly. “Cheers, love. Although the ‘midlife’ crack stings a bit.”
Hesitating, I decided the normal thing to do would be to sit. I let my weight sink into the plush armchair across from him.
“So what now?” I said. “You’re on babysitting duty, is that it?”
“I suppose so, yes.” He continued to study my eyes. “That all right with you, love?”
I shrugged, keeping my voice studiously casual. “Sure. Whatever. Not sure why it’s necessary, though. It’s not like this is the first time Revik’s gone on walkabout.”
Eliah flushed a little.
I couldn’t help but notice him glancing at the bed again.
“Yeah, well.” He gestured vaguely. “I guess Chan was worried you might overreact this time. She doesn’t want anything happening. Not with a ship full of human witnesses.”
“Overreact?” I stared at him. “Meaning what, exactly?”
He gave me a shrewder look. “You know where he went, don’t you, love?”
I hesitated, wanting to ask, then didn’t.
“It’s none of my business,” I said after a pause. “If he wanted me to know where he was, he would have told me.” Averting my gaze, I busied myself examining a bruise on my arm. When the silence grew awkward, I bit my lip, then spoke up again. “You want to play chess or something? I need a shower, but then we could play. I could stand to eat, too. Have you had any dinner?”
“I want to ask you something, first,” he said.
I felt myself stiffen. “Okay.”
He smiled. “Don’t say yes too quick, love. It might offend you.”
I nodded, massaging my arm. “Seems to be my day for that kind of thing.”
He laughed. When I didn’t say anything more, he made a vague gesture towards my body.
“All right,” he said. “You and the walking corpse. What’s going on?”
I raised my eyes. “Excuse me?”
“I hear his first wife strayed. Is he feeling bitter...testing you, perhaps?”
There was a silence. I fought with how I might laugh off his words, or just avoid the question without it seeming too obvious or defensive.
Then I realized the silence had stretched too long already.
Regaining my feet, I made my way to the bathroom. Eliah got up to follow.
“Allie...wait.”
“It’s fine. I just really need a shower,” I said. “If you want to order food, go for it...or you can leave, honestly. Unless Chan says you really have to stay.”
“Allie...”
I shut the door on him, not quite in his face, but close enough that I felt him flinch through the wood. I had to ignore that too. I would have to think of some way to talk through what I’d just done, but for now, I just wanted to get my mind on straight again. As I tugged the stretchy tee I wore over my head, bending over the tub, I heard him lean against the door.
“...Didn’t want to ask it, love,” he said, his words slightly muffled. “...but I’ve been hearing things. You know. Small ship...even smaller construct.”
The echo of water splashing against the fiberglass tub drowned out his voice as I turned up the faucet. He spoke louder, but I still missed a few words.
“...Most of our females won’t touch him, truth be told. There’s rumors about what he did when working for those Rooks, some of it to women...”
“Eliah,” I called out. “I can’t hear you. Can it wait?”
He raised his voice. “I could see it, if you just wanted a roll. Hell, he sells it, so he’s got to be competent at least...”
Wishing I hadn’t heard that part, I bit my lip, but his voice again rose above the water. 
“...But gods almighty beyond the Barrier, Alyson...how in the realms of hell did he talk you into marrying him? Was there coercion involved? Because, love, if so, you have grounds for severance. Even apart from what he’s done since...”
I’d been about to flip on the shower nozzle when I froze, hearing his words as they replayed in my mind. I just stood there for a few seconds more, half bent over, wearing only my underwear. I watched water flow out of the silver tap.
“Allie?” He paused. “You know he’s got no social status to speak of, right? Hell, I think he’s officially still in penance. You’ve basically elevated him about ten ranks, just by agreeing to the bastard...and I don’t see anything in it for you. Then he treats you like this...”
The linoleum blurred.
My mind pieced together words, fragments of conversations, references. I remembered the look on Ivy and Ullysa’s faces in the kitchen when I wouldn’t go to him that morning, his half-assed apology about Kat, the constant, oblique references to whatever happened between us that first night we spent in Seattle...
“You know it’s illegal for seers, right?” Eliah said.
“Illegal?” I repeated numbly.
“Infidelity. You need permission. I’m assuming you didn’t give him that?”
I stood there, unable to answer. Thinking about Jaden, my parole, the look on Kat’s face when she thought I’d offered her Revik...
Tugging my shirt back over my head, I turned off the water.
After standing by the door a second more, I opened it, and found myself meeting the serious eyes of Eliah, one blue and the other a near black. He started a bit, to find himself facing me so suddenly. For a moment we just looked at each other.
Then my jaw hardened, and I nodded.
“Okay,” I said. “Order food. I have a few questions.”
For a moment, Eliah only looked at me.
Then he broke out in a grin.
 

 
I sat curled up in one of the round-backed chairs that passed for comfortable, a half-eaten plate of oysters on the counter next to me. I wasn’t hungry any more, but food and alcohol seemed to be the way to get Eliah to talk, just like it was with most humans.
Eliah himself sprawled on an identical chair to my left, drinking a beer as both of us faced out the balcony door to the sea.
I forced my attention back on the room, and on him.
Mechanically, I smiled at something he said.
“Really?” I said. “...What did you do then?”
He grinned, eyes glassy from alcohol. “I just picked myself up,” he said. “...Dusted myself off. Pretended I’d meant to stick my hand in that letter box.” He returned my grin, seeing me shake my head. “Those poor worms...”
I stiffened and he added apologetically,
“...Humans. We end up acting fairly idiotic around them sometimes, just to avoid the hassle of an exposure threat. It’s a real bitch to get your license back once it’s been yanked. And it’s one thing to move undetected by humans. When you’ve got the Sweeps on your arse, it’s a whole other story.”
He gestured around us, pointing to the television and the stocked bar.
“But hell...this is my home. Living in caves, chanting...not the life for me. I don’t much fancy being sold at auction to some rich dickhead, either. Clan tattoos get burned off, you know. Overambitious Sweeps who want a bit of extra cash and get bought off by the traders. Of course, being in the Guard protects me from most of that. Even the Sweeps won’t mess with the Seven too much. They don’t want to risk the Adhipan on their arses, either...
“...Thank Christ,” he added, leaning over the arm of the chair and swigging more of the beer. “But there’s the flip side of that, too. If I don’t make the effort to act a bit human-ish, the Sweeps would have me living out in the middle of Mongolia somewhere, milking oxen. Not much of an improvement, really.”
“The Sweeps?” I said, puzzled. “But they’re human, right?”
“No.” He shook his head. “I’thir li’dare...that bastard Dags doesn’t tell you anything, does he? No. The Sweeps is part of the World Court, yeah, but they’re culled from the clans. They’re the police. Couldn’t rightly be human, could they?”
“You have your own police,” I repeated, a little dumbfounded.
In the human media, the Sweeps were always portrayed as a kind of global Homeland Security. They worked under SCARB, sure, or maybe adjacent to SCARB, tracking renegade seers, but it had never occurred to me they weren’t run by humans, or human themselves.
He flicked his fingers to the right and up, the gesture I recognized as “yes.”
“The Rooks have a heavy presence on the Sweeps, of course,” Eliah said. “They’re sort of a competing nation with the Seven, you could say...but it’s more a philosophical difference, really. The other nations tolerate them because whatever else they may be, the Rooks are good at concealment. Ironic really, as they were the first to advocate dominance over isolationism.”
He leaned back on his elbows.
“Containment’s a real controversial issue with seers these days, love,” he added. “Before, humans were seen more like animals...” He gave me another apologetic glance. “Most of us didn’t even want to interact with them, truth be told. The world was bigger back then, and it was easy to talk about non-interference, live and let live, will of the gods an’ all that. Now humans fly everywhere, go everywhere, want to see everything. Even our most isolated clans are stuck having to deal with them in one form or another...and there’s interbreeding and mixed marriage and all kinds of nonsense on our side, too.”
He winked at me. “We’ve got nasty libidos, we seers.”
I rolled my eyes, but grinned slightly.
“Damn, that’s cute,” he said, leaning back over the arm of the chair. “Fuck. How can he keep his hands off you?”
Feeling myself stiffen, I receded back into the cushion, propping my arms on the rounded back of the chair. “Okay,” I said. “I’m just going to ask. Do you really believe all of this Bridge stuff? About me killing everyone, ending the world?”
He broke into a laugh, spilling his beer.
“Trust Dags to put a positive spin on it. What a morose bastard.”
“Eliah,” I said. “What do you think? Honestly. If it’s true, I think it must have something to do with the Rooks. I’ve been studying their network, but until today, I never really—”
“You’ve been what?”
Eliah raised his head, staring at me. The sharpness of his voice took me aback a little.
“Studying their network,” I repeated.. “I’m interested in how it works. The way the whole top part seems to shift—”
“The succession order?”
It was my turn to stare. When I glimpsed images in his mind however, watching the different pieces of the Pyramid move up and down, trading places with one another under the top spot at the apex of the Pyramid, I found myself nodding. It was oddly reassuring that the thing I’d been looking at had a name.
“That’s right,” I said. “The succession order.”
“Why on earth would you be interested in that?” he said.
His voice remained sharp under the disbelief, and I saw what might have been wariness under that. For the first time in our conversation, I remembered he was an infiltrator, like Revik. 
“We’ve never been able to see into that, love,” he said, shaking his head. “Why would you even look there? What do you expect to find, exactly?”
I smiled, but had to fight to keep the anger out of my voice.
“I know,” I said, smiling again. “It’s practically Revik’s mantra. It’s way over my head. I’m just a beginner...I get it. You don’t need to go there, Eli.”
“That’s not exactly what I meant, love.”
“So you don’t understand why I might be interested in the people who killed my mother?” I said, my own voice sharper. At his silence, I bit my lip. When he still didn’t say anything, I asked again, “So what do you think, Eli? Really. About the Bridge stuff, I mean.”
The hard look faded from his eyes, leaving the lighter one a clear blue. 
“Love, I know you’re worried about reincarnation and all that,” he said, sighing. “But I don’t think that’s the point, really.”
“Then what is the point?”
“It’s about roles, see. Some are too important...some affect too many people to leave to chance. The Bridge is like that. There needs to be someone overseeing things, when something as heavy as a Displacement goes down.”
For a moment, I could only look at him, replaying what he’d said.
“You really believe all that stuff?” I said.
He grinned, resting his head on the chair’s back. “You sound surprised.”
“For a seer, you’re almost...normal. I had my hopes.”
Leaning forward, he placed his free hand, the one not gripping his beer, lightly on my thigh. “Does that mean you’re warming to me, then, love?”
Smiling, I shook my head, moving my legs out of reach of his fingers. “There’s a serious shortage of female seers on this ship, am I right?”
“Brutally small,” he agreed cheerfully. “And Chandre’s as likely to try for you as I am. But you’d be a peach anywhere, love. And that pain coming off you is simply...maddening. I don’t know how he can stand it...”
I felt my jaw harden again. I considered making a joke, trying to laugh it off, but decided there was no way it would come off.
I shrugged instead, folding my arms.
“Revik said that seer relationships were ‘complicated’...and largely biological. He said I shouldn’t take it personally. Is that true, too?”
Eliah snorted. “Bloody romantic.”
“Is it true, Eliah?”
He shrugged. “It’d be true in a way, I suppose. We’re a bit more biologically wired for monogamy than humans. But that’s not exactly the same thing, if you don’t mind my saying...and doesn’t have anything to do with who we choose as a mate. In fact, you could say the reverse is true.”
At my puzzled look, he shrugged with one hand, seer-fashion.
“The biological symptoms could be unsettling, I suppose. Especially if you didn’t know what was happening. Someone like you, who thought they were human, it’s got to be that much harder...” He frowned, studying my face. Leaning forward, he looked at my eyes.
“Gods. You’re not in love with him, are you, Allie-girl?”
I shook my head, but felt my chest clench a little anyway.
“I barely know him,” I said.
“That’s not what I asked.” Still studying my eyes, he added more cautiously, “The rest of us, we assumed you chose him for protection. Or, frankly, because he was the first male seer you met, and bad luck on you for that.”
He hesitated, laying a hand on my arm.
“But if you are in love with him. Well...that changes things. Won’t be so easy to pull out of this thing with him then, pet. And I’m sorry for that.” He caressed my arm. “I truly am.”
I focused on his eyes. They seemed to brighten strangely in the dim light of the cabin. 
As they did, his words faded, as if someone twisted the dial on a radio.
Every other sound in the room seemed to amplify. Ambient noises grew deafening: the sound of the ocean through the propped-open door, the wind lightly banging the hanging blinds, the ticking of the old-fashioned clock on the wall. I heard an odd hitch in Eliah’s breath as he watched my face, his heart beating through his rib cage, slowing as he listened for my answer.
I had time to note I’d been kidding myself, telling myself I hadn’t known where he’d gone, or what he’d intended to do. 
I got the chance to think the timing was ironic...
Then everything in the room dimmed. 
I should have known I’d feel it when it happened. From what Eliah told me, along with what happened with Jaden...even from what little Revik had said, in his own vague way...I really should have known.
I should have known a lot of things, but they still always managed to surprise me.
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BREAKDOWN
 
 
...I stand on a rock bluff, above a valley riddled with spider-web cracks. Wind tunnels between chasms. Everything is gone. All trees, animals, plants are dust, blown away.
I’m alone. But not really. Not really alone.
...He raises himself up on his arms, sweating, reading her, watching her eyes as he brings her to the edge. I see the tattooed writing on his arm, sweat sticking his black hair to his neck and forehead as he moves over her, his arms tensed as he adjusts the angle of his body. He holds her still, fingers clenched in blond hair as he arches deeper...deep enough to pause when she cries out, holding some part of himself back, going in with his mind so he can feel it when...
She climaxes, gripping his arms. Pain ripples off him as he watches.
Then it worsens.
Red sunlight shines behind my lids, but that pale, bird-less sky fades.
I feel him fighting. With himself, with me. He loses control and then he’s asking me, winding some part of himself deeper into my light.
He pulls me inside of him, even with her lying between us.
...and he’s inside both of us now, and I feel his relief mixed with frustration, a kind of horror at what he’s doing even as he asks me again. He wants me now, more than he can tell me, more than I can let myself feel. It hurts, that want, but I’m lost inside the conflict on him too. Fear hovers behind desire, masked in anger at me for forcing him to revisit that place, to remember.
I would turn him back...make him into that thing he hates.
He is sure of it. He feels it with every part of his being.
I would turn him back, if he let me.
Above, the Pyramid rotates. There is more to see.
For now, alone...further back, below.
He would remember.
 

 
“Hey.” The woman fought to slow her breathing. She realized she’d never gotten his name. “Hey...are you okay?”
His pale skin wore the same sheen that matted her blond hair to her neck and shoulders, stuck the cotton sheet to her legs. She clutched at him, unable to help it. Her whole body still vibrated from what he’d done to her...seemingly again and again and again. He’d been unnervingly focused as he brought her to orgasm, but by the end, he’d surprised her by being verbal, too.
A lot more verbal than she would have guessed from their brief conversation in the bar.
He’d warned her it would be fast, and yet, there’d been something vulnerable about him once he let himself go. That vulnerability edged into a near-violence at times, but he hadn’t hurt her. He’d removed her clothes before they were all the way in the room, and she could tell he’d been holding back even then, using his mouth to buy them time, pushing her to talk to him.
Once he’d really started, she doubted he’d been aware of her at all.
When he finally came, he’d been nearly begging her.
Or begging someone, perhaps, to do...something.
Now he just lay there, like a dead person.
She wondered how she’d let him talk her into coming here. Her husband got them separate cabins—his idea, of course, to give them “more space” and because he claimed he couldn’t sleep with her snoring—but he had no compunction about stopping by when the mood struck him, or if he and the dance instructor had one of their spats. She cringed at the thought that she might have to explain a naked, male seer in her bed.
Although, really, it would serve him right.
“Hey.” She laid a hand on his chest. His skin felt cold. She kept her voice light, trying to smile. “Who’s Allie?”
She saw his expression change, just before he closed his eyes. She couldn’t help wondering though. A girlfriend? Did they even date?
Looking away, he shifted his weight on the mattress.
She caressed his hair. “Are you sick?”
He raised a hand, pushing hers off. She watched in disbelief as he wiped his face, doubting what she’d seen. Then his breathing changed, and she couldn’t deny what she heard. He was crying. He wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand.
“Hey,” she said, a little alarmed. “What’s going on?”
When he spoke, his voice made her jump. She’d forgotten the accent.
“I’m married,” he said.
A surprised laugh caught in her throat. She tried to keep it out of her voice.
“So am I,” she said. “I thought that was the point.”
He looked at her. His pale eyes reflected light shining from under the door, almost like a cat’s eyes. Again, she remembered he wasn’t human. He stared back as if she were just as alien to him. Then he sat up. She watched him feel around on the floor for his pants, pulling them up over his legs and looping then hooking his belt. Standing, he found his shirt and drew it over his head, and now she felt emotion waver off him, clear as a scent. It was self-loathing.
She pulled the damp sheet tighter around herself. “I’m sorry,” she said.
He shook his head. “It’s not your fault.”
“Do you want money?” She recoiled in spite of herself, afraid of him once she saw the look in his eyes.
“No,” he said flatly. He didn’t look at her again.
Before she could think what to say next, he had bent down, picking up the shoulder harness that had shocked her when she had first seen it.
He donned it like a vest, velcroing it tight, checking the gun in obvious rote before shouldering on his jacket over it. She was still staring when he turned his back to her, aiming his feet for the door. 
The light blinded her as he opened it onto the corridor...but it wasn’t open long.
Following the click of the latch, she lay back on the bed with a sigh. All she could feel was relief that he was gone, that she’d likely never see him again.
 

 
When Eliah finished speaking, Chandre remained silent.
Eliah shared the construct with her, so he knew she was thinking to herself how ridiculous this was. Further, that it went beyond her job description as infiltrator to babysit two full-grown seers who, in her mind, should be alone in a cabin somewhere, getting acquainted in the carnal sense for at least a month before they were allowed to talk about their relationship in anything but monosyllables. That was the traditional way it was done, and the old forms existed for a reason.
Eliah kept the smile out of his light with an effort.
These two-hundred-year-old seers always groused about the past.
Is she all right? Chandre sent finally.
Well enough, yeah. He let her feel his frown. Threw up when she came to, and she won’t talk about it. Physically she’s fine. She’s out on the balcony—
Get her back inside. Now.
Pardon my saying, sir, but no. She wants to look at the water, let her bloody well look at the water. It’s dark...no one’ll see her. He paused. 
Has he checked in?
No. She exhaled a Barrier sigh. Vash said it’s up to us to determine what’s needed to keep the situation under control. You said she won’t press charges. Do we discipline him for breaking vow? She could be waiting for him to come back. To stab him, try to hurt him, whatever...
Eliah gave a humorless laugh.
I don’t think so, he sent. She still thinks too much like a human to let herself go on that kind of thing.
Feeling Chandre’s skepticism, he added,
...And if by disciplining him, you mean shooting him in the head, I’m all for it. His thoughts leaked anger. He didn’t shield it from her at all. If I had to guess, I’d say he pulled her into it deliberately.
Recommendation, Eliah? Chandre sent dryly. Beyond the firing squad for Dehgoies for the crime of wanting his wife?
Separate them, he returned promptly. Keep him away from her. When she’s up to it, I’ll ask her what she thinks.
Fine. I leave them to you. She clicked to herself in irritation, folding her light arms. Watch her, Eliah...and no taking advantage of the situation to talk her into your bed! We still don’t know why he did it. You get Dehgoies coming up here in a jealous rage and we’re going to have ourselves a real problem. That is one piece of bullshit I don’t intend to deal with tonight.
Understood, he sent.
You’d better. Or so help me I’ll let him shoot you.
Eliah was still laughing a little as he clicked out of the Barrier, feeling his legs against the hard padding of a stateroom chair.
He waited for his eyes to clear, then faced the window out to the balcony where he’d last seen her and startled, jumping to his feet.
The balcony, the entire cabin in fact...was empty.
 

 
The elevator car came to rest on the higher of two main floors, dumping me and seven other passengers into a wide foyer filled with people on red and gold patterned carpet. From human minds milling around mine, I surmised I’d arrived during the later of the two dinner meals served for general passengers...a stroke of luck in that it provided visual cover at least.
I hadn’t had much time while Eliah had been in the Barrier, talking to Chan or whoever else about me. As soon as I saw him shift out of his body, I ran for the wardrobe. 
In seconds, I’d yanked on jeans and a tight-fitting tee from a band I’d seen years ago in Oakland. I donned my boots and a sweatshirt to deal with the cold, throwing the hood up to cover my head and putting in the brown contacts I’d fished out of the trash and washed. I projected some of my consciousness out on the balcony while I dressed behind the wardrobe door, just in case Eliah looked for me at any point in his conversation with Chandre.
That was another trick Revik taught me.
Grabbing a pair of mirrored sunglasses I’d found in one of the drawers, I stuffed them in my pocket and headed out the door.
I’d come up with a whole story for the guards at the end of the row of staterooms, but hadn’t needed to use it, because, well...the guards weren’t there.
Not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, I walked to the elevators as fast as I could, donning the sunglasses clumsily as I hit the button.
That had been at least fifteen minutes ago.
I got off on a few random floors, ran into several different groups of humans before I decided to head for the lobby and look for a place where I might hide out in public. I figured my best chance of getting even an hour out from under the Guard would be to find a place where no one would be looking at me. Meaning, somewhere where I could disappear into the crowd.
Of course, the Guard might be looking for me by now.
It crossed my mind that I also might run into Revik. Particularly if he went out trolling again, maybe going for round two.
When my light reacted at my own bleak attempt at humor, I shoved it aside, but not before the image of me collapsing on the atrium floor flickered through my thoughts, along with a taste of what it had felt like the first time. I really doubted I would be able to control it any better if it happened again.
Keeping my mind carefully blank, I focused on my surroundings.
The decor hovered somewhere between Vegas, which I’d visited once with Jaden, and a suburban shopping mall. Except here, only about half of the signs and VR projections were speaking English. Most switched languages as they scanned room keys, following customers with higher credit limits and adjusting products until the person waved them off or stopped to listen to their pitch. Corridors twisted off in all directions, making it hard to track which side of the ship I was on until I stood still long enough to feel the whole thing moving.
Even then, it was easy to get turned around.
After the near-silence of the past few weeks, both here and in Seattle, the voices echoing up and down the five stories of glass and metal were both comforting and a kind of psychic attack. A feeling of almost paralyzing aloneness tried to creep back around me, as well. The groups of laughing, shopping and even bickering humans somehow reminded me just how completely isolated from everyone around me I really was.
That aloneness shed some light on something else, too.
It was no wonder, really, that the thing with Revik screwed me up so badly. In the past month or so, I’d let him become my whole world.
I needed to be around other people, even if I couldn’t talk to any of them. Even if it was reckless. Even if all I could do was watch them from a distance. I needed to know I wasn’t the only person on the planet, and that every human being in the world hadn’t been replaced by angry, one-hundred-year-old, mind-reading seers with sexual and emotional issues.
Anyone could potentially recognize me, I knew, at least in theory. 
But it struck me as pretty damned unlikely that anyone actually would. 
I had my doubts that most of the humans on board would be on the lookout for a renegade seer terrorist in their midst, even if they weren’t on vacation. I suspected they’d be a lot less likely to be looking for me while taking a scenic cruise up the Canadian coastline on a city-sized boat that boasted a midnight buffet table. Half the people around me were drunk, or focused solely on free food and gambling in the ship’s casino, anyway.
And anyway, I looked different from the photos plastered all over the feeds. My hair had changed color and length. My face had thinned. My eyes were a different color. Then there was the other thing: weird as it was, I could swear I had grown taller. Not much, maybe only a quarter or half-inch, but to call it strange was hardly an understatement. I didn’t know many humans who had a massive growth spurt as they approached their thirties.
The truth was, I didn’t completely look like the same person I had when I left San Francisco, except for maybe my eyes, thus the contacts and the shades. The rest of me, I figured wouldn’t stand out as specifically mine to anyone but my mother, and maybe Jon.
From wall maps I got the basic layout of the boat.
I located the main casino, two dining areas and five bars on the lobby floor alone, along with access to a theater and a swimming pool. Thinking about the last of these, I seriously contemplated going for a swim, although it meant going in wearing underwear, which might call a little too much attention to me, even here.
I didn’t have any credits to buy a suit, or even a room key. I wondered if I could push a clerk well enough to get one anyway. Thinking about this, though, I figured I should probably save the pushes for if I really needed them.
Photography stands flashed virtual backdrops of Alaskan coastlines next to people dressed in VR-paneled costumes that used computer-generated images to make the wearers look like everything from bald eagles to caribou to penguins to moose. I even saw a few polar bears standing on that virtual landscape, which as far as I knew had been extinct for years outside of zoos.
Next to the long lines of people waiting to be seated in the dining area for a five course, sit-down dinner, stood a piano bar flanked by two gilded waterfall balconies. Lining the guard rail above the sunken bar stood kiosks that sold everything from jewelry to shore excursions, pedicures and massages, dance classes and raffle tickets, tax-free wires, hiri and tobacco cigarettes, perfume, alcohol and handbags.
I saw a woman holding a brochure on seer services that could be purchased in Anchorage, too, including a trip to what Revik referred to as an “unwilling” bar, and what every human I knew called a whorehouse.
Another surge of sickness hit, that time bad enough to make me stop.
I took a breath, leaning a palm against the corridor wall in a shadowed observation area outside the piano bar. Only a few tables stood there, populated by couples sipping drinks and looking through large windows to the ocean.
Jesus. Whatever was wrong with me, I had to get it under control. I was sweating too much, and I could see in the reflective glass that I was deathly pale. That, combined with the hollow cheeks, made me look like a drug addict.
I couldn’t risk that someone here might care. Security maybe, or one of the cameras. I had to get out of here, away from these people, away from—
Allie?
I stopped in mid-exhale. Scanning faces to my left, I paused on the bay windows overlooking the ocean.
Allie? Will you answer me?
I swallowed, keeping my eyes on the rolling waves. The sky was dark, but a rim of reddish-purple remained by the water. My eyes returned to the dim lounge with its few tables. I didn’t recognize anyone, didn’t feel him nearby.
He wasn’t there, I realized.
I’d been thinking about him, and he’d heard me.
Allie. Please...I need to see you.
I stood motionless by a men’s bathroom. I didn’t move, even when a man smiled at me as he left the swinging doors.
Allie, I’m sorry. I’m really—
I don’t want to talk about this, my mind blurted.
At his silence, I forced my thoughts back to neutral. I breathed in and out, once, forcing myself to be logical about this.
Revik, I thought at him. I took another breath, and my mind leveled more. Revik...you really don’t need to explain anything.
Allie, I do...
No, I sent. You don’t. I’m sorry I pushed before. You can have a divorce or whatever you want—
Not like this, he broke in. I don’t want to talk to you like this. I want to actually sit down and talk to you. Please.
I felt him trying to think how to persuade me.
Please, Allie...
He reached for me with his light and I jerked back, pulling away from him without thought. When he came close to me again, I threw up a wall.
He ran into it...then withdrew all at once.
It happened so fast, I barely understood what I’d done.
The silence went longer. I could tell it shocked him, my forcing him away. I felt pain on him, cloying, hard to keep out of my light. He was still hiding something from me, but I was trying to hide how I felt, too. It never seemed to end with us.
Revik, I sent. Really, I’m not just saying it...you don’t need to do this. I’m cool with us being friends...
Allie...
Eliah told me. So I get it now. I get what happened in Seattle. And I mean what I said about pushing you. I shouldn’t have...
Eliah? His thoughts grew still. What did he tell you, Allie?
Revik. I’m trying to say I’m sorry. Can’t we just—
No, he sent. Pain wafted off his light. Please...gods. Don’t make me talk to you like this...please, Allie...
I felt the vulnerability on his light again, and couldn’t answer.
His thoughts grew quiet, almost a murmur. Please, Allie. Please let me see you...please.
I stared out at the night sky, watching the horizon dip gently up and down.
Okay, I sent, reluctant. But God, Revik. We don’t have to do this—
You’re in the room? Is Eliah with you?
No. I hesitated long enough to find it odd he’d mentioned Eliah again. ...to both, actually. I’m on the other side of the ship. Near that big piano, with all the shops. We could meet out here, or—
What? His light changed. How did you get there?
I walked. The pain worsened again and I clutched my belly, trying my damnedest not to feel anything more from his light. Revik...I’m being careful. Eliah was all pissed off. I didn’t see anyone in the corridor, so—
Allie! Gods, baby, what are you doing...wait right where you are. I’ll be there. I’ll find you...
“Sister?”
I jumped, turning at the new voice.
I was distracted, half-sick from being so close to his light, distracted by what he’d just called me, unsure at first if I’d even heard him correctly, much less if someone really just spoke to me outside of the Barrier.
In any case, I expected it to be one of the guards, Eliah or Chandre or someone they’d sent to find me.
Revik’s presence faded, but I didn’t feel him pull away. Instead it felt like I walked into a dense wall and the wall entangled me, pushing him out. Beacon-like eyes met mine, glowing in the VR projections by the nearest kiosk. The flickering images there distracted me; I saw a woman gyrating in a tall monitor, wearing a sequined evening gown. The real person whose image it projected watched the transformed version of herself as if mesmerized.
“Are you lost, Sister?”
I blinked. A different woman held my arm. I watched her long fingers tighten on my skin. They looked blue in the light of the VR images. I struggled to focus on her face, couldn’t.
I will help you, she sent softly. You look very fatigued, sister.
Relief washed over me. I was tired, more tired than I could express. The woman with the opaque eyes purred a lulling sound...
...and I fell into a complicated strand of light.
The world phased.
It reemerged altered before I could catch it, as if my lenses reflected light from a different angle than they had before. Objects and people grew complex, multidimensional...expanding around me and sharpening from blurry outlines into a series of mathematical equations. 
Snatches of music and light harmonized the perfect structure underlying their interweaving strands. A blueprint emerged from the harsh outlines...walls, floors, fixtures, furniture, potted trees, even people. The overhead chandelier exploded in a glitter of lit strands. Physical light broke down into particles, matter and energy, an achievement of base mechanical beauty that literally stopped my mind dead in its tracks.
I and the other seer walked back through the crowded causeway, and all I could do was stare around me, lost in the complexity and beauty of every single thing I could see. Even those banal VR projections grew fascinating...I could see now, how they were made, the technology infused with nonphysical light, framing each message like the projection screen behind a movie’s shifting frames. The minds behind each concept, the way in which those concepts formed building blocks into more and more detailed messages...all of it grew visible to me.
A group of humans pass us, jerking my mind off the cleaner lines of the virtual program.
I hear their harsh laughter as if from far away. They feel like children, puppets caught in lit strands, surrounded by a complexity that dictates their every move, while remaining wholly invisible to them.
Yes, the blue-skinned woman sends. You feel it, don’t you? Even you. You feel how wrong they are. How...incomplete.
I watch atoms dance among the beams of the causeway ceiling, light shower down in golden rainbows as the lit strands cross and change overhead. I gaze into the eyes of the woman holding me...and she is beautiful.
More than that, her words feel right to me. True.
The humans really aren’t much above animals. As insentient as the fake jewels on the women’s necks, the dogs they drag around on leather leashes. I wonder how it is that I never saw it before, the gaping holes in the pictures that surrounded me, day after day, week after week...
It’s not only the humans, I realize as I look around.
It’s all of it. The world feels half-formed. Incomplete.
It is broken. Somehow, we let it be so. It struck me then...
Like any equation, it could be changed.
We will show you, the blue-skinned woman purrs. We will show you such wondrous things, Sister. You will understand so much of what has been hidden from you. The world will never be so small to you again as it is at this moment.
I close my eyes. 
I can see what she offers me. It is clear. It is without pain, without ambiguity or aloneness. I would have a purpose. My life would mean something...something other than pain and death to those I loved.
It is such a relief to give in, to just let it all go. The sickness and pain I felt just minutes before is already gone.
The woman is right.
Nothing could ever be the same again. Nothing.
 

 
ALLIE! Revik screamed her name into the Barrier. ALLIE!
He shoved at the space where she’d been, trying to force his way through. He tried again, fighting a rising panic. He knew what had her, recognized the flavor of the metallic strands that forced him away from her light, taking her away from him. He didn’t understand how yet, or who, but that didn’t matter, either, not now.
He slammed against that wall, using all of his light.
The wall started to give.
Then something rose up. A sharp pain hit him over his right eye. He fought back, tightening his shields, when something bigger lashed at his light. The dark shape threw him sideways, knocking him out of the smaller construct, knocking him out of his body, too, enough that he lost himself...
When his vision cleared, he’d come to a stop in the corridor, fingers splayed on one of the wallpapered walls.
He wiped his nose, stared at the blood on his fingers.
He didn’t let himself think. He began to run.
Dread pooled in his stomach as he pushed his legs to move him faster down the hall, fighting to build momentum, to cross the distance between himself and her, even as he threw part of his mind ahead of himself, and back into the construct.
It would take him at least ten minutes to get to the atrium, even at top speed.
Too long.
He scanned options.
He tried their cabin. It was empty; he got the equivalent of Barrier static. No Chan. No Eliah. No guard. How the hell had she gotten out of the room, much less out the secured corridors on the seventh deck? Someone must have noticed she was gone by now. And who had her? A unit of the Rooks? Ship’s security? A lone infiltrator looking for the bounty on her...or worse, to sell her?
Had facial recognition software picked her up, or something else?
He tried a general channel, Guard security.
Nothing. He slid more of himself back into his body, where he ran towards the bow of the ship, fighting to think.
His head hurt. Something dark clung to it, and to his right arm. The hole over his eye was the most serious. He attended to that first, reweaving his light, but the something there fought to hold on, hiding in parts of him he didn’t access as often. He’d lost where she was. He continued to search, but his shields were up now, in hunting mode, which slowed him down. Still, if they broke too much of his structure, he’d be useless to her.
How in the gods’ names had she gotten to this side of the ship?
His adrenaline spiked as his mind put the pieces together.
They were under attack. This was coordinated. He was being hunted, and it had to be by the same people who had her. He felt them searching for weaknesses in his shields almost openly, trying to penetrate his mind even as they distracted him from making his way towards her.
They must have been in place.
They saw their chance, with him and Allie separated...maybe they even coordinated her escape from the seventh deck, knowing she’d be more willing to leave, if...
He cut off the thought. Blaming himself wasn’t going to help her, either.
Whoever they were, there were a lot of them. They’d likely been in place for some time, which meant they’d been on the ship, waiting for an opening.
He’d given them one.
He recalled one of his reference memories, a detailed map of the ship, found an aberration in the Barrier that matched what he’d last felt from her. Hitting another shield around where he expected her to be, he searched for openings, making his light resonate with hers.
He remembered how she’d felt when she finally agreed to meet him...how his light had responded. His throat clutched and he shoved it off angrily. He had to concentrate. He was fucking losing it...
“Dehgoies Revik.”
He landed the rest of the way into his body, coming to a dead stop.
Four men stood a dozen yards before him, dressed in long coats.
Revik scanned in reflex. Seers. Well-shielded. He didn’t recognize any of them, so they probably operated mainly out of Asia. Hand guns, infrared, tissue extractors, some kind of propulsion device, grenades, flares, a shotgun...
Something stung his throat. He reached up, jerked a sharp point from the side of his neck. He stared at the thumbnail vial for a beat of his heart, scanning the clear liquid. His chest clenched. The dart trembled from his fingers even as he felt one of the seers lock on him with an extractor. He leapt for the opposite wall.
It all happened within seconds of his first scan...but he was still too slow.
The glass tube slammed him midair.
Knocked sideways, he missed his mark and crashed into the wall short of the alcove he’d been aiming for. He landed in a heap and pulled in his limbs, fought to drag himself back to his feet when the cord pulled, making him lose his balance.
They still had him. The cord left a hole in his jacket on the right side. He grabbed the braided metal with his bare hands, scanning the glass vial embedded at least a thumb-length into his flesh, right through his jacket. The cord went taut. The teeth closed. Before he could let go, the vial slid out of him in one quick pull, the braided metal ripping skin off his hands as it went.
Revik screamed, clutching his abdomen. Blood poured out between his fingers, soaking his pants and jacket. He mashed his hand over the hole. Fighting shock, he picked himself up, stumbled backwards.
That time, he practically dove into the Barrier.
Everything grew crystal clear. Ripping the Glock out of its holster, he fired, blindly, running in the opposite direction. The first shot cut a dark hole in the wall, but did what he intended, forcing them behind cover. He switched to his mind, knowing it would be overheard, no longer caring. He sent up a high, sharp blast of alarm.
His warning cry slammed against something before it reached the main construct walls. He watched it dissipate, useless. Looking around in the physical, his eyes lit on a pull mechanism for a fire alarm. He caught it in the hand holding the gun and yanked it down. Immediately, a shrieking bell went off.
Doors opened on several sides.
Dehgoies? Eliah’s thoughts rose, as if coming through smoky glass. Where are you? Can you hear me?
Eli...have you got her? Revik blinked back pain, clutching his side. His mind shifted sideways. It threw off his balance, forced him into the forward part of his consciousness.
Gods, the drug. He’d forgotten about the dart.
Eliah...someone’s trying to leave with her. The truth hit him again, bringing a near panic. Look for boats, anything big enough to land a helicopter. They’ll want her off the ship as soon as possible...
Brother, calm yourself...where are you?
Find her, goddamn it! Start with the atrium. Last I saw, they had her there.
Where are you? I’ll send someone...
No. I’ll come to you. He stared at the blood soaking his jacket, realizing the truth. ...Eli. Please...I can’t get to her. You have to do this. Please. Please...
Deghoies—
He kicked the other seer out of his mind. The hunters were regrouping.
Limping backwards in a half-jog, he held up the Glock, mashing his other hand into his side. He scanned behind him, looking for doors. He had to stop the bleeding, or he’d be even more useless. If it meant draining humans from the Barrier like a fucking ridvak, he would get the light he needed to do it. He thought about Allie again and it got him moving, propelling his legs faster.
He’d asked her for a divorce.
He’d asked her for a divorce and let her see him with someone else.
If he had to kill everything between here and the outside decks, he wouldn’t let that be the last thing he’d said to her.
 

 
I am overcome by wonder, lost in it.
The complexity of light astounds me, and makes me realize how little of the Barrier I truly saw before, even when I used Revik’s eyes. I never would have seen this on my own. Not for years...if ever. I realize, too, how abstract it all seemed to me before now, how dreamlike the Barrier and everything in it appeared to me.
Now, for the first time, I see its power. 
I had never known the visions inside this space could be so sharp, so utterly dense, so filled with information and functionality. I saw only glimpses inside the woman’s vision...and yet, those creations she showed me made the construct-shields I’d seen at Ullysa’s and on the ship seem like child’s play, like crude forts constructed of children’s blocks.
The art alone I could create with this...gods.
It blows my mind, to think how much more even my meager sketches would contain. Yet art itself seems so trivial here. It strikes me that I have a responsibility in seeing this, to use what I know, to change things somehow. To make them better...somehow.
I rise above the crowded causeway.
I ignore bodies and faces entirely now, tracing maps of every connection, every interaction and intention and pattern...
They are so lost. The people I see, they blunder around and into one another, blaming each other for the endless collisions. There is no direction, no purpose, no awareness, no understanding of what drives them. Anything can fill that vacuum.
Anything.
A voice purrs from beside me, You begin to see the problem. Can you guess the solution, Esteemed Bridge?
I find myself back with the female seer, frowning, but not at her.
Meeting her wise, sharp eyes, I lean my flesh and blood hands on a painted guardrail while I try to answer her question.
I was always a bad student, though. I don’t know why everyone wants to school me...using teacher’s tricks that never seem to work on me, or do anything but close me down. I don’t want leading, trick questions. I want solutions. If they don’t exist, then I want to know why, and where to go next. I want to know what has already been tried, what works and what doesn’t. I don’t see this as a mental exercise. I have zero interest in feeling clever.
There are fucking lives at stake here.
So I ignore her question, rising higher into the complicated light, examining the patterns I’ve already found from different angles. When I focus on a particular aspect of the world-Barrier interface, it amplifies, then rotates into different angles.
It’s like I have access to a hundred different minds at the same time.
Not a hundred minds, the female next to me purrs. Thousands. When you are with us, you have access to every aleimic body in our network, Alyson. Every ability, every piece of knowledge, every skill-set held by every seer who has chosen to align with us...
I try to understand.
Irrationally, I want to free all people, everywhere, even though I can see along with the woman that they would simply use that freedom to destroy themselves. I am still thinking about this, watching them...when I am distracted by something going on in another part of the Barrier.
With it, I feel fear...a taste of violence.
I focus there.
Yes, the woman purrs. You know this being. You know him well by now, yes?
I do know him. I know who he is...even under all of those shields. I touch his light through the wall, and the recognition strengthens.
The woman’s perfect lips curve to a smile.
The Seven went to a lot of trouble to hide him. Even from himself. But they cannot hide him from you. Not from you, Esteemed Bridge...
“Revik.” I smile in recognition, remembering only fleetingly that I had been angry with him once, that something wrong had happened between us, what felt like a million years ago now. Whatever it was, it doesn’t seem important now.
A beat later I frown, though, scanning his aleimi.
What’s wrong with him?
He is under attack. Those seers will kill him, if you do not help him.
What? I look up at her, alarmed. Kill him? Why? Where is he?
The images around me waver, lose focus. I pull back, returning to the complicated light strands that weave overhead, and everything grows easier. I see him again, this time as if he were right in front of me. I stare at him, fighting to understand.
Then my stomach drops. Pain expands over my heart.
He’s been shot! I have to go to him...now! Please!
You are the Bridge, Alyson. You can help him from here. Do you not see?
I struggle with fear, a fevered helplessness as I watch him run down a distant corridor, leaving footprints of blood. I believe her now. He is outnumbered, injured, bleeding from multiple wounds, losing light and structure.
He could die. He really could die.
I see what the woman shows me, too. His light is broken somehow, ensnared by a thousand crisscrossing strands, holding him in place with a hundred tiny walls. His attackers are not doing this to him. The walls I see are old...they strangle his light, cutting him off from whole parts of himself, leaving pieces of his aleimi dark from lack of use.
I see the imprint of the Seven on those walls.
A soft memory flickers, dies.
Who did this to him? My heart hurts more, and my head. Vash? Did Vash do this?
The female’s bright eyes remain motionless.
Why? Tears sting my own. Why would they do this?
They fear him, she says simply. That fear will kill him now, if you do not intervene, Esteemed Bridge. Help him, Alyson. Set him free. He is not one of the lost ones. He needs only to remember who he truly is...
But I am already looking at the structure encasing him, using the myriad eyes of the Barrier seers who surround me. Focusing on where those dense walls meet, I touch him with my light, trying to soften the intersection.
I feel Revik react. I feel his fear.
I send reassurance, and when he realizes who it is, he lets me in.
His relief is palpable, his warmth overwhelming as he floods my light. Affection comes with his presence, longing...for a moment it is all I can see. He wants to know where I am, how I am, but I am focused on keeping him alive, so I extract myself, looking for how I can help him. I zero in on the part of the structure that holds all the rest in place...
...and crack it easily with my light.
The walls around him begin to dissolve.
Very good, Alyson.
I barely hear her. Smiling, I watch Revik’s light shift. Inexplicably, tears come, blurring everything I can see outside the Barrier.
Gods, he is so beautiful.
He rises as I watch, his light flooding structures I’ve never seen in him, twisting around his head, around his whole body, expanding in high, white flames. His whole being flares, shaking the Barrier, trembling the nonphysical space with a burst of light.
Without knowing I am doing it, I rise with him.
For a breath at the top, we are together, really together.
I break free of the finely-woven silver light the woman has shared with me, and instantly I feel lighter; a pressure evaporates from around my heart. From this height, the metallic strands that seemed so fascinating and dense now look fake. More than fake...they look clouded, dirty, rigid and small. I see the rotating Pyramid below my feet, with thousands of beings chained to its immovable lines. Leeched of light, they dance like frail puppets made of wire.
I am still staring at it all in bewilderment when Revik falters.
Something jerks at him, hard, pulling him down, bringing me with him. I fight back...fight to stay above the smoke and silver clouds. My own light recovers and I try to catch his, grappling with him in the Barrier’s waves. I can’t hold him. His light curls sideways. As it does, a dark mass lights up around his head, turning that portion of his aleimi solid black.
He falls inside the Pyramid and disappears.
NO! I scream. REVIK!
Around me, humans mill in the casino. No one looks up at my screams. No one hears me as they hang over tables, drinking foul-looking cocktails with colored umbrellas and fruit dipped in formaldehyde. They all look dead to me, like corpses going through the motions of life. I scream again, and the image ripples like a pool after someone throws in a stone.
NO! REVIK! COME BACK! REVIK...!
I can’t feel him anymore. I look for him, like a diver feeling blind through pitch dark water, looking for something they can no longer see, but my hands and light come up with nothing. 
No one. He is gone.
He will adjust.
I turn, sweating, gripping something in my hands.
He will live now, Alyson. You have saved his life.
I feel the silvery light creep back around mine, pulling me into its complicated strands. I am still above it, but only just. From where I am, those metallic clouds look like filth. Mirrors and death, stolen power...a lie that coats the Barrier like an oil slick. I focus on the woman’s opaque eyes, and they no longer look wise. They look dead to me. Cold.
My vision clicks into focus.
...and I found myself staring at Ivy.
Ivy. The same girl who bandaged Revik’s shoulder in Seattle, who I laughed with while she dyed my hair, who arranged for all of my IDs and passports along with Yarli. But instead of the young, happy person I remembered, Ivy looked gaunt to me now, her head too large, her skin too thin, making her appear skull-like. Her platinum-blond hair stuck up on her head, making her look more like a goblin than an elf.
She smiled at me, her eyes studying my face as she touched my arm.
Sister. Do not be afraid. Do not doubt that we are your friends.
I looked around at the physical world. 
The casino, the crowds, none of that had been real, either. I stood on a deserted piece of the ship’s top deck, buffeted by a cutting wind. My hair whipped my cheeks as I looked up, where a rock face cut the sky, dark and still as it passed the port side of the ship.
Ivy and I were alone. The entrance to the metal stairs to my right hung with signs showing it off-limits to any but crew.
You work for him, I manage. Terian.
She smiles. The smile is cryptic, but cold. No, she says, surprising me. I work for someone far older than he. Far more knowledgeable than he.
Galaith? I ask.
No, she says, her eyes still on mine. Not him, either.
Who then? I say.
She only smiles, but I feel somehow, that she would like to tell me.
By then, I decide I don’t care. 
Clutching the handrail, I look down. The sheer, white hull stretches below to where a row of lifeboats hang over the water. Jumping is not an option.
A whisper-thin thread still holds me out of the Pyramid, but I feel Ivy chipping at it, trying to distract me from it, to convince me it lives somewhere else, inside the silver waves. A part of me has already started looking at the patterns, finding them fascinating again.
It is too late. Revik is gone. Just like mom. Just like dad.
Allie, a voice whispers, and it’s not Ivy’s. No.
It sounds so much like him it stops my heart. But it also snaps me out of that place of no hope. I haven’t used up all my options. I still have one left.
I force my way out of the Barrier...
...and pivoted my body in a fast, hard arc.
My hips snapped with my shoulder. Before I’d let out a breath, my fist hit Ivy in the sternum with a satisfying jar, exactly as Jon and then Eliah had taught me.
Ivy stumbled into the guardrail, nearly fell...and then recovered faster than I would have imagined possible.
Grabbing the top rail with both hands, she aimed a kick at my head.
I avoided it, barely, but it was misdirection; she caught me with a lower, sharper heel to the knee, knocking me into the guardrail by a circular vent. Pain bloomed sharply up from my knee up to my groin, making me gasp, but I didn’t let it drop me. I grabbed slats in the round opening of the vent, managed to regain my balance right before the Rook’s fist came down on the small of my back, half-crumpling me to the deck.
The second shock of pain brought a sharp, white moment of clarity.
I’d reconnected Revik to the Rooks.
I’d just fed him to them.
Pain rose in me, a darker grief that turned into rage.
A scream ripped out of my throat.
Ivy hissed at me like an animal as I turned, back-fisting her face. I broke something. Without stopping, I kicked down, aiming hard for her femur. A satisfying sound brought my other fist around, hitting the Sark in the temple, driving her to the deck.
A sharp stab of pain lit up around my face and neck.
Ivy was going after my light. I threw myself at her as she tried to crawl away, putting all my momentum and weight into a kick to the face.
The seer’s nose exploded in a spray of blood. I grabbed her hair as her light faltered, slamming the back of her skull into the guardrail. Her eyes rolled up and I grabbed hold of her long jacket. Regaining my balance against the railing, I hoisted her up to the top rail.
For an instant I felt the Sark’s light, beyond that of the Rooks.
Looking into the eyes of the girl who’d sent me a pulse of warmth that night in Seattle, I saw a flicker of fear, a deeper understanding.
A half-beat of hesitation made me pause.
Then Revik’s face swam before mine. 
My heart clenched into a hard fist in my chest.
I threw Ivy over the railing, nearly going over with her.
She snatched at and grabbed my arm, screaming a terrible sound, like a giant bird. Silver light exploded around my head, and I felt those other beings, beyond the Pyramid itself, something larger, more frightening, like massive clouds of metallic light. I felt them screaming at me, fighting with me, trying to save Ivy from me by threatening me and slamming pain through my light, telling me I would be dead. Agony ripped through my mind as they beat against my aleimi, fighting for her...or maybe through her...
Panting, bleeding on her hands, I wedged my legs against the guardrail. I fought my way free of her attempts to save herself, disentangling her slippery fingers.
A half-second later, the hands were gone.
I watched her fall.
Ivy receded into darkness as the ship slid forward into night, but I saw her body hit the edge of a lifeboat on its way to the water. No screams echoed up as she broke the surface foam. Darkness swallowed the splash and I fell to a crouch by the guardrail, gasping.
The whisper and pound of the ship’s wake was deafening.
They’re coming for me.
I feel it now. I feel all of them.
They fight alone, held together by silver threads. They fight one another, even, but it doesn’t matter...it all serves their greater purpose.
A helicopter approaches, flying low over the water...
...I grasp for him, blind. I can’t see. Darkness spreads over the ship, breathes into my skin. I look up as the Pyramid descends, blotting out the sky. Wire-like strands snake out from all sides. I call for him...
...and find myself alone in a green, glass-tile room.
It is silent. My clothes are gone. A flat metal collar rings my neck. Against the back wall, three metal cages stand.
The image shimmers, breaks apart...
Red water runs on green glass, pools in dimples by the drains, dries in spots and smears on the ceiling. Hooks have instruments attached to them as wires spark close to the wet floor.
I scream, and I can’t stop screaming.
Barrier winds shriek and tear; I clamp my hands over my ears, but it’s not enough. It’s not outside of me at all, I realize, as the Pyramid fills the sky...
7, 10, 9, 33, 1099, 20, 41, 9883, 231, 87, 284, 2, 23, 66, 66, 994, 1, 1, 1...
I scream at the sky, feeling Revik and the man with no face, but he only smiles, and I...
...opened my eyes.
I found myself hunched in a ball on the wet top deck, freezing in a raw, cutting wind, gripping the handrail, wearing a spray-wet hoodie and jeans and combat boots. I knew the helicopter was not here yet, but it is coming. I could now feel them all around me now. I could feel them closing in on both of us.
Even as I think it, fear exploded in my chest. It wasn’t for myself.
The realization got me to my feet, got me stumbling, then running for the stairwell.
 

 
Revik ripped a light fixture off the wall with his fingers. He laid his palm on the bare bulb, biting back a scream as hot glass seared his flesh. Mashing the hand against his side, he cooled it reflexively in his own blood.
The trick worked, briefly. His mind cleared.
Sliding up the wall on his good side, he regained his feet.
They’d trapped him in a floor of staterooms. He could no longer remember which floor. He’d counted twelve more infiltrators in the Barrier, plus the four he’d seen...but they could be obscuring their numbers in either direction to confuse him, and to make him hesitate. He hadn’t seen any humans since that first volley of shots. He may have inadvertently cleared this section of ship for them by pulling the fire alarm.
Something had happened.
Whatever it was, it blew out the overhead lights.
It almost felt like he’d done it...but he couldn’t remember how or even why. The dart made it difficult to think in straight lines, to put the pieces together.
He’d felt Allie. For a moment, the briefest instant, she freed him.
She carried him high on wings of light...and he’d been alone with her, out of all this mess. She’d forgiven him. She’d even healed him.
Then she was gone, and all of his attempts to find her since only made him sick. He couldn’t feel Chandre, Eliah, or even Vash, who always seemed to have a thread to him, no matter where he was.
He walked faster, holding the wall.
Images flashed, turned the blackened tunnel to a stone cave with rough walls. Silver lights dripped from moss-covered boulders. His neck was swollen, heavy with chains. He could smell death...all around him...
It was like being buried alive.
Depression tried to steal over him, to blank out his mind. He couldn’t breathe. The space closed, thick and heavy. A man’s voice whispers in his mind...Uncle.
Wasted hands, holding a red-tipped dart.
This is your enemy, Nenzi. Not the guns, this.
Merenje stands over him, mashing the gun to his temple, an old revolver from the early colonials. The human clicks through chambers, telling him to disarm, yelling at him to disarm.
You little fuck...you think he’ll let you live if you don’t? What about your girlfriend? How many of us do you think it would take to break her?
A sob came to Revik’s throat, a sick, dying feeling. He is there again, trapped. Faces swim past, fear washing through his skin like a tangible force. He remembers getting so hungry he ate dirt, hands locked to his feet so he stank of his own urine, woke to insects and animals crawling on him, screaming at first, eventually so hungry he tried to trap them...
This is what humans do. What I teach you can save you.
The gun clicks by his ear, louder with each turn.
Disarm, you fuck! Disarm or I’ll blow your head off...!
A bright light flared behind him. He remembered Allie and a part of him fought back. The Rooks were fucking with him, trying to break his mind. He’d fix it. Allie would help him. Allie would find a way.
Irrational, the thought repeated.
He felt an opening in the corridor ahead, and a faint hope reached him. They weren’t desperate enough to gun him down in a crowd of human tourists. No matter how many they pushed, they couldn’t be that desperate to bring him down. Besides, if they wanted him dead, they could have done it by now.
They were trying to bring him in.
He would have put the gun in his mouth already if it wasn’t for his wife.
The thought echoes, paralyzing him.
He feels another sting, this one on his chest. He yanks at the source and stares at the dart, half-blind with pain as he understands.
He’d been wrong. They did want him dead. They were going to kill him quietly, where the tourists would see him collapse. They could explain it any way they liked...the blood-drenched seer, terrorism threat averted, SCARB coming to the rescue...
The helicopter that takes off in the night, holding Allie. Taking her.
They didn’t want him.
The world tilts into darkness as he fights to focus his eyes, and once more he finds himself in the cave, alone. Silver clouds mass overhead, metallic wardens to his prison in the dark. They watch, biding their time.
They left him there. They left him to die.
Sound jerks him out...back into his body, into another darkened corridor that moves lightly beneath his feet. He feels them, behind him, stalking him.
But it is the rumbling sound that gets his feet moving.
When a flash lights up the pastel walls, Revik breaks into a run.
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SURPRISE
 
 
I aimed for the seer segment of the ship.
I knew the basics of where that was, even before I’d left the cabin. All of the cabins of the Seven stood at roughly mid-port, decks seven through nine, although none of us used any but deck eight, sandwiched between two empty rows of cabins and cut off by bulkheads on both sides, but for the entrances and exits guarded by Chandre’s people.
I couldn’t reach Chandre, Revik or Eliah through the private channels they drilled me on.
I considered a public kiosk, but a fire alarm had gone off on deck five and I heard disjointed thoughts about gunshots in the crew. Given that no announcements had gone out, damage control on one or both sides must already be in play. Anyway, since no one in the Seven would likely be hanging out in their cabin, watching pay-per-view, a public kiosk would be useless. No one in the Guard even wore headsets.
I considered heading for the fire alarm itself.
But even if Revik was there, I wasn’t sure what I could do. I was alone, unarmed and pretty much useless in terms of the seer stuff.
My other option was to find someone in the Seven on foot...or go to the humans for help. Since the latter would probably get me tranked and stowed in the brig, I chose the former. The Rooks were likely controlling the human crew by now anyway.
I rounded a corner on a family of humans as I thought it, and found myself watching them as if they were wildlife from the Serengeti in their tennis shoes and baseball hats, holding shopping bags and soft drinks. Glitter speckled the hair of one of the little boys. His father brushed it off absently, still talking to the woman, who laughed at something he said.
Then I saw them.
Five men whose faces fit together like differently shaped puzzle pieces were coming up fast from behind the family of humans. The men all looked young, late twenties to early thirties, yet their expressions were older, their eyes sharper.
One saw me. Within a heartbeat, all five were staring.
Turning so fast I wrenched my back, I bolted down the hall, back the way I’d come.
I hit a fork and turned. I turned again...and again.
I began trying doors. They all needed card keys. I pounded on one. When I turned, I found myself face to face with two humans.
The man blinked at me with watery blue eyes, clutching a woman’s hand tight enough that it whitened her skin dimpled around his tan fingers. In his other hand, he held a card key.
“What are you doing?” he sputtered. “That’s our room!”
His wife gaped at me, as if expecting me to launch into a speech a la confessional television. Then I felt the seers. I couldn’t tell where they were exactly, but I knew they were on their way, not far behind me. Looking for me. Hunting me.
I raised my hand to a gun-like position.
The woman’s eyes bugged out further. The man grew very still and pale, his eyes on what he saw as a black muzzle.
I showed him an image of Ivy’s Baby Eagle.
“Open the door,” I said, motioning towards the door.
Both pairs of eyes went blank.
“I’m not here,” I said. “Open the door.”
The man’s face calmed. He smiled at his wife, waggling his eyebrows at her suggestively. She laughed, squeezing his hand. They kissed, then he slid the key card into the lock to the right of the door handle.
It opened with a click. I followed them in and stood inside while they shut the stateroom door, pushing the man to flip the dead bolt lock. Stepping around the woman as the man trundled over to turn on the television, I walked to the balcony, drawing back the curtains with a sharp yank as the woman disappeared into the bathroom. I glanced back as the man straightened his crotch, adjusting his seat in the round-backed chair facing the main monitor.
Another ripple of warning touched my light.
They were coming.
Pushing my way through the opening in the glass door, I ran to the balcony railing, peering around the etched-glass partitions on either side. A line of lit windows greeted me on one side as I looked out past the wind barriers that sandwiched the balcony where I stood. On the other, a twenty foot span separated me from the next set of balconies.
Damn. I’d assumed it would be like our section of staterooms on the eighth deck, where all the balconies were attached.
I felt my breath start to come in short pants. They must know where I was, after my stunt with those humans in the corridor. Now it turned out I’d picked the wrong couple to hijack.
Gripping the railing, I swung myself up on top of it. Even in the dark, I could make out white balconies stretched below me in a long row, separated by those glass dividing walls. The balcony directly below me was ten or twelve feet down. If I hung from this one, the railing itself would only be about six or seven more feet to my toes—but there was no way to jump and not kill myself when I tried to land.
I would have to swing inward enough to land on the balcony itself.
Something pushed at my light again, bringing a fresh shot of adrenaline to my blood. Realizing the heavy sweatshirt restricted my movement, I ripped it off my arms and threw it over the rail. It flew sideways with the motion of the ship and got stuck on one of the lifeboats. It remained there, flapping in the wind.
Fuck.
Nothing I could do about it now. Before I let myself think, I climbed down to the lower rail and dropped my weight so I was hanging from my hands.
Almost immediately, this felt like a mistake.
My hand slipped, barely holding on. The other throbbed, bruised and bloodied from the fight with Ivy. I stared down between my combat boots at the railing below. If I let go right now, I’d probably hit my head and end up in the water. I would have to get some momentum...and try and remember to tuck my head. This was starting to feel like a really stupid plan, but I’d just negated all my other options.
Pushing off from the wall with the toes of my boots, I started to swing, lightly at first, testing my grip, then more vigorously, using my legs as a pendulum. In a few seconds, I was getting as much height as the range of motion allowed. Reaching the bottom of the arc, I let go, using my arms to propel me down and back towards the ship.
It happened fast. I remembered to tuck my head...but not my arms.
My elbows smacked the railing hard, throwing my upper body forward. My arms wouldn’t rise to shield my head. Something dark approached.
My face slammed into what felt like rock.
I lay there, unable to move. My mind repeated, like a skipped record.
I couldn’t sleep. He’d told me a hundred times I couldn’t sleep...
Even so, I think I lost some time. However much it was, as soon as it was over, I jerked where I lay, my nerves jacked up.
I opened my eyes with an effort. My legs were splayed. One arm lay bent under my chest, throbbing. When I raised my head, it seemed to unstick from the deck.
I stared at the dark stain where my cheek had been, then raised a hand to touch my face. I bit my lip to stifle a cry as I tried to move my legs. My right knee screamed, enveloped in a fire-like pain.
I could only lay there at first, feeling like a broken toy.
Creeping in like a bad smell, that urgency came at me again, and I moved my limbs gingerly, testing as I went. My cheek had already started to swell. From what I could tell, I’d been lying there closer to a minute than an hour...maybe seconds before my consciousness switch flipped back to on. My left arm felt like ligaments had been ripped out of the elbow and shoulder joints with pliers.
I forced myself to a sitting position. Then, gripping the wall, I sucked in a breath and lurched to my feet. I stood there, trying to focus my eyes, when I heard voices on the balcony above. I froze.
“Here?”
A silence. I didn’t move, didn’t breathe.
“Could she jump that far?”
I heard a faint clicking sound, carried by wind.
“She was in and out too fast to pinpoint.” The male voice paused, grunting. “Whatever she did, she hurt herself.”
“Check the deck. I don’t see evidence of a fall.”
There was another silence. I stood there, still not breathing, focusing on my body like Revik taught me so I wouldn’t inadvertently fall into the Barrier in reflex. He said it was normal for a seer to go to the Barrier when threatened. He said that sometimes the hardest thing for a seer to do was to stay out.
I pressed my back to the glass door, hoping I was out of their line of sight, when the second Rook cursed.
I heard the crackle of a radio.
“She jumped. Confirm, she jumped. Looks like she hit the lifeboat on the way down...but she might have landed there, too. Bring the boat around, have them check the water on the port side. And if anyone’s close, have them check deck...” He must have been counting. “...Four. If she made it onto the lifeboat, she would have tried to get back in there.” A pause. “No, there’s no blood. She might have bounced right into the water.”
Seconds later, the balcony door above me closed.
I was still standing there, fighting to keep from passing out, when the light came on in the room behind me. I turned my head, terrified out of my mind.
A little old lady stared at me, her wrinkled mouth ajar as she gaped at a face I could barely see reflected in the glass. She clutched a pearl handbag, still holding the drapery cord she must have pulled to get a view of the night sky out her west-facing balcony. I had what looked like two blackening eyes, a swollen cheek, cut and bleeding lips. I touched my forehead, forgetting her briefly as I focused on my reflection. My hairline was bleeding too.
I contemplated a story to get her to let me in, then simply turned, limping for the opposite balcony wall. Gripping the glass divider, I climbed, fighting not to cry out as I put part of my weight on my swollen knee to boost myself up.
Gripping the glass divider, I slid around it with one leg, then eased down until my butt rested on the railing of the next balcony over. I placed my feet on the terrace floor and staggered to the glass door. After trying the handle and finding it locked, I walked the length of that balcony and did the same on the other side.
I repeated this again seven more times.
Finally, I had to rest. I leaned on a glass door leading into a darkened stateroom...worried I could pass out from the pain in my knee.
As soon as I’d regained my breath, I yanked myself up, teeth gritted, shielding my light more thoroughly than I could remember doing.
It occurred to me that I hadn’t tried the door yet.
I gave it a tug. The glass slid smoothly on its track, unlocked.
My brief elation flattened as I thought through my options once I was back inside the ship. I had no way to get off, short of trying to drop one of the lifeboats, which didn’t seem like a realistic option. Whether I left the cabin or stayed, I ran the risk of being caught by roving bands of infiltrators...or clubbed to death by Frank and Norma Jean from Great Falls once the Rooks convinced them I’d tortured and killed their pet poodle, Mr. Bigglesworth.
Giving a dark kind of laugh, I eased through the gap in the balcony door.
The room was empty.
For a moment I just stared at the darkened space, fighting to catch my breath. Even if there was a way to do it safely, I couldn’t leave the ship. I needed to find Chan, or Eliah. I needed help.
I’d take the stairs. 
If they already had Revik—
But I couldn’t think about Revik yet.
 

 
Terian stared at the VR shadow of the squad leader.
“I am confused,” he said. “Please explain, ‘you lost her’...I am not following.”
“Sir.” The squad leader grew audibly nervous. “We made visual contact and she rabbited. We tracked her to a stateroom—” He cut himself off, sensing the other’s impatience. “We’ll find her, sir. We’re doing thermal scans of the wake now, in the event she jumped or fell—”
“Fell. As in, fell off the ship.” Terian’s lips twisted in puzzlement, replicated in painstaking accuracy by his virtual avatar. “Really. So that’s a possibility? The planet’s only living telekinetic seer may have accidentally ‘fallen off’ a moving vessel into freezing cold salt water...to be chopped into small pieces for the seals to eat? We are exploring that option, yes?”
“Sir, I—”
“Do you have any idea what I will do to you, if that scenario eventuates?”
The infiltrator’s shadow fell silent.
Terian said, “Yes. Good. Now, I would like you to explore options other than the ‘falling off’ one you seem so fond of...”
“Yes, sir. Of course, we—”
Terian terminated the link.
As his physical vision cleared, he found himself staring around at a damaged segment of corridor on the fifth deck, illuminated only by the sickly glow of an organic yisso torch.
It looked like what it was—the scene of a prolonged gunfight in a relatively tight space. They’d locked him down in one segment of corridor, but it took more than an hour to subdue him from there. The pastel and gold ship’s interior was barely recognizable.
As the torch panned, the swath of light illuminated holes in plaster walls. One still smoked, but they had finally gotten the last of the guns away from him, too.
Terian’s extraction team stood in an uneven half circle now, staring down at a being that was finally on the ground, although still not fully unconscious. Two of the med techs hunched over him, trying to assess the damage to his nervous system, if any, from the third dart they’d finally hit him with.
“He wasn’t to be killed,” Terian muttered. He looked at the leader of the extraction team. “He wasn’t to be killed, Varlan...I said two darts. No more.”
“He was threatening to kill himself, sir,” Varlan replied. “It was a calculated risk.”
“He threatened to kill himself...?”
Terian stared at his lead infiltrator, fighting to incorporate the new piece of information. “Why? Why would he do that?”
Varlan didn’t answer. Turning, he focused his eyes back on the downed seer.
Terian watched as Dehgoies raised his head, groping for a med tech, his eyes glassy from the drug. The young seer blanched, backing off. All of them had been unnerved by Dehgoies’s apparent imperviousness to the darts.
But Terian was familiar with his friend’s biological quirks.
Impatient, he pushed his way forward, kneeling by the dark head. He listened briefly to his muttered words, then clicked his fingers at one of the seers in the back.
“You...Legress. You are from Asia, yes? What language is this?”
A different voice answered, from closer. “Magadhi Prakrit, sir.”
Terian’s gaze swiveled. The male tech knelt behind the two working on Dehgoies’s abdomen. They lay a patch on his bare skin, trying to stop the bleeding.
“Is that a human language?” Terian said.
“Yes, sir. Old, though. Very old.”
“From where?”
“Nepal.” The Sark paused, seeing all eyes on him. “I recognize it from the camps, sir...they used some of the older languages as codes.” He smiled wryly. “That one was a particular favorite with the kneelers.” Seeing Terian’s gaze sharpen, the tech let his smile fade. “...It was supposedly the language the Buddha spoke. When he was alive.” He looked down at Dehgoies. “He must have learned it while he was imprisoned there. He’s about the right age.”
Terian raised an eyebrow. “Imprisoned? Why not a slaver, like yourself?”
The tech caught the edge in Terian’s choice of words. 
Losing the smirk, he met Terian’s gaze. Swallowing, he glanced around, noting the flavor of hostility from the seers around him before he said, 
“Smugglers didn’t use the language, sir. The prisoners did...so we couldn’t understand them. We learned enough to prevent them from organizing, but it was never in common use in the barracks.”
Terian motioned him forward. “What is he saying?”
The Sark crouched by the floor, lowering his head as Terian indicated. 
After a pause, he said, “He’s apologizing to someone, sir. Saying he’ll do better...something about wanting to serve, that he’s ready to serve now.” The man lowered his ear to another broken stream of words. “No cave...he doesn’t want to go to the cave. A name...Merenj? Merenged? And something about wanting light, to touch light...I don’t fully understand that phrase sir, iltere ak selen’te dur...that’s old Prexci. I think something about the old God...”
The man leaned closer, straining to hear.
“He’s mixing languages...arendelan ti’ a rigalem...destiny is harder...isthre ag tem degri...to lead is...I think the word is sacrifice. It’s some kind of scripture.” Giving Terian an apologetic look, he said, “I’ve heard things like this before, from more arcane versions of the myths. I wouldn’t swear by the translation, though. It’s likely something local.”
“And you say Magadhi Prakrit is a human language?”
“Yes, sir. Human. The other is a bastardization of old Prexci...but I don’t think they spoke that at the camps. He must have gotten it somewhere else.”
Terian focused back on Dehgoies.
Slave camp. That didn’t fit anywhere in the biography of Dehgoies Revik he’d read, and Terian had read them all. Nor did he really believe his friend would have worked in one, either. Whatever Dehgoies’s ability to adjust ethical systems when it suited him, he never would have aligned with the worms to that extent.
Not for any amount of money.
He studied the angular face, noting its pallor. The blood on his hands shone a dark red, almost black in the light of the yisso. He’d lost so much his skin looked gray. He likely wouldn’t last the night, no matter what the techs did.
Still, caution seemed warranted.
Reaching into a pouch under his cloak, Terian pulled out a thick, organic, sight-restraint collar he’d commissioned specially for the purpose. Catching hold of Dehgoies’s hair, he lifted his head, sliding the collar around his neck. He clicked the ends together at the base of his skull, then bent down, opening a thumbnail latch to access a retinal scanner. He let the device scan his eyes, which it did, turning the skin of his friend’s neck briefly red.
When it clicked off, Terian tugged at the collar briefly, checking that the lock activated.
Feeling the stares, Terian looked up.
The lead tech looked affronted. “Sir, he’s hardly in a position to—”
“Continue to listen,” Terian told the other, ignoring the tech. “I want a record of everything he says. Translated and original. Every word...understood?”
The Sark gestured affirmative.
Terian started to rise to his feet when Dehgoies caught hold of his wrist. The long fingers clenched, ghostly white with streaks of blood.
“Terry.” He swallowed thickly. “Don’t hurt her.”
Terian could only stare, his jaw slack.
“Please, Terry. Don’t hurt her...”
Terian grinned. He couldn’t help it. He patted the other seer’s arm.
“Now, now, brother Revik. No need to beg this early in the game. We’re all friends here. I won’t hurt your best girl...”
The light eyes met his. His voice half-filled with liquid, a near whisper.
“I’ll kill you. Turn if I have to. Rip you apart. Feed you to yourself...”
Terian flinched, drawing back in spite of himself.
“I’ll remember,” the pale-eyed seer breathed. “All of it. I’ll find Feigran. You were afraid of me once...”
But Terian had heard enough. Using his headset, he activated the pulse.
Two, needle-like prongs slid out of the collar around Dehgoies’s neck, sinking wetly into the flesh at the base of his skull. The sensor lit up, the metal vibrating against white skin. Dehgoies blinked rapidly, wincing in pain as the prongs dug deeper into his neck. He tried to move his jaw. 
Then he cried out.
The irises of his eyes ignited, like a spark to a pool of gasoline. The faint, almost invisible glow brightened rapidly to a shocking hue, turning a sharp, pale green that flickered like candle flames in the dim hall.
Cries sounded in the corridor as the other infiltrators reacted.
Terian heard yelled instructions, movement as guns were raised, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the glowing eyes of his downed friend.
Just when it occurred to him that the collar might not hold...
Dehgoies collapsed, as if all of his muscles in his arms and shoulders unclenched in the same instant.
The silence in the narrow hall grew deafening.
Terian glanced up. White faces stared at him from against the corridor walls. Several hunters stood with guns raised, fingers frozen near triggers.
“His eyes,” one said. “Did you see his eyes?”
“He’s mate to the Bridge...”
“He can’t be Sark, not with eyes like that...”
Mutters erupted from the group. Terian saw a few gestures warding off evil. He snapped his fingers at the techs.
“Stabilize his vitals. Now,” he added sharply, when they didn’t move.
Movement erupted around him as his words sank in.
Terian rose to his feet, glaring around at the group until guns lowered, and the murmuring ceased as they went back to work. The seer medical techs hunched back over the unconscious Dehgoies, fighting to keep him alive.
Terian watched as Varlan approached where he stood. An older seer, he had a wide, Asian-looking face that sported a long, jagged scar in a diagonal line from his chin to his almond eyes. He was one of the old ones, an infiltrator since before the time of humans. Terian had even heard rumors that Varlan was once trained by the Adhipan.
“General Advisor, sir.” Varlan eyed Dehgoies’s crumpled form. “You must be aware. Galaith had a particular interest––”
“Tell him he’s dead.”
Varlan didn’t blink. “And if he survives?” he said.
Terian gazed out over the group of infiltrators clustered by the far wall. His eyes came to rest on a tall Sark who stood at the back among the rest of the extraction team. Squinting up at the seer’s body proportions, he motioned him forward.
“What is your height, Endre?”
“Six-foot four, sir.”
“You have a clan tattoo?”
“Yes, sir.”
Terian plucked Varlan’s Mossberg casually from his fingers. Pointing it at the tall, black-haired seer, he shot him in the chest.
The hollow bullet blew out the back of his spine, spattering the wall with blood and bone, right before the seer crumpled, falling to his back.
One of the techs cried out in shock. 
They stifled their own cry, getting a hard look from Terian. The others moved quickly out of the way, leaving Endre’s body alone in a cleared space of floor.
Terian handed the rifle back to Varlan.
“You have your answer,” he said. “I’ll take care of the labs, just make sure you destroy his face. Remove his teeth, if you can...and his hands.” 
Terian saw Endre’s fingers convulse for his weapon. Stepping forward, he kicked away the gun, motioning to one of the other seers, who raised his own weapon, shooting Endre in the head. The seer’s arm stopped moving.
“Make sure he’s got the clan mark,” Terian added, glancing over his shoulder at Varlan. “That’s documented somewhere...and the sun and sword too.”
Varlan bowed, his eyes expressionless. “Yes, sir.”
Terian looked down at Dehgoies, frowning at the blood, the pallor of his skin.
He faced the others.
“Get him ready to be moved.” His eyes darkened as he stared around at faces. “I’ve decided my friend will survive this ordeal. You will make certain that he does.” His voice grew cold as ice. “If he dies...you all die.”
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FIRE
 
 
I limped down a darkened aisle, head low. I’d picked the movie theater because it was dark, and close to where the crew stairwell let out on the first floor deck.
Now I felt a little too Lee Harvey Oswald.
I reached a side exit, glancing up at the movie playing on the white screen as I grasped a door handle. I opened it, only remembering then that the light on the other side would make my outline visible to every person sitting in the dark theater.
I needn’t have worried. The attack didn’t come from behind.
Strong hands grabbed me, pulling me through the opening before my eyes could adjust, swinging me around and slamming my back against the wall. I heard the door close behind me with a bang.
The seer holding me turned me around, shoving my chest against the wall to bind my wrists. I jerked my elbow back, missing his face and he smacked mine against the same wall, stunning me. I managed to kick backwards a few seconds later, but he grabbed my leg and deliberately bent my hurt knee the wrong direction.
I screamed. Before I could get very far, he clamped a hand over my mouth, shoving me to the floor. I fell hard to the deck, sucking air.
It all happened so fast I couldn’t move at first.
Standing over me, he reached over his shoulder, pulled out a black metal rod. An arc of current sparked from one end.
Staring up at it, I gave a kind of choking laugh. “Jesus...” Gripping the floor with my fingers, I tried to crawl away. He kicked me in the stomach. As I crumpled to a fetal position, gasping for air, he lowered the prod, aiming it for my back.
Shots echoed in the small corridor.
Two volleys followed, one after the other, barely a breath between them.
I flattened myself to the deck, flinching as bullets pushed air in a rush over me. The guy who’d been on the verge of jabbing me with a cattle prod lay sprawled on his back. I didn’t have to look for long to know he was dead.
Down the hall, another seer lay on the floor, one I hadn’t seen, although he must have stood there, watching as I failed to fight off the first guy. He lay on the floor too, holding his chest, making choking sounds. I stared at his blood-covered hands.
Then I turned. Briefly, my heart lifted, sure it would be him.
But the man who lowered the gun had two different colored eyes. His full lips curled into a frown as he released the empty magazine from the still-smoking Berreta, replacing it with a fresh one. Locking it into place, he motioned for me to get up, holding out a hand.
“Come on, love,” Eliah said. “No time to get teary.”
I tried to comply, but my knee wouldn’t cooperate. I got halfway up before it crumpled, and I let out an involuntary cry.
Walking closer, Eliah slid a shoulder under my arm, still holding the gun. He brought me to my feet, then through a side door marked “Crew Only.”
I stumbled onto a metal, mesh deck that started just past the door.
“Where’s Revik?” I said.
Eliah gazed at a fork in the corridor, surrounded by exposed pipes. He paused only long enough to glance at me.
“Sorry, love. He's gone.”
I felt the world gray, like it had in Vancouver.
My breath stopped as I forced it back, biting my tongue until the lines sharpened once more.
“Gone? What does that mean?” I said.
“Quiet.” He said in a whisper, “I’ll tell you everything. But you have to be quiet now, love. Or we’re dead.”
He waited for me to acknowledge him when I didn’t answer, shaking me until I nodded. Then he brought me through the narrower of the two passages and down several flights of stairs. I let him support most of my weight as we passed through a few more sets of doors to emerge in the main storage bay of the ship’s stern. Still holding me up, he led me through a long, towering row of boxes and covered crates, between one-seater forklifts and bolted-down vehicles being transported to Anchorage and the Russian coastline.
He finally stopped at a low ramp that ended in a massive roll door. 
Leaving me by the pulleys on one side of the segmented metal sheet, he jogged to the bottom of the ramp and hit a red button. I gripped a segment of wall in my hands and just watched as the massive door opened, gears grinding, with a rattle of rusted chains.
Churning ocean roared through the gap.
The opening sat low enough in the water that curls of spray shot up the sides of the ship, wetting the deck and me along with it. Wind and spray plastered my shirt to my skin. Pale light framed the clouds, illuminating edges.
Unbelievably, it was nearing dawn.
Eliah looked at his watch. He held one of the chains by the roll door, swaying slightly in the motion of the ship. He caught my eye, smiled reassuringly.
“You all right there, love? That knee looks like it smarts some.”
“Where’s Revik?” I said, loud enough to be heard over the wind.
He hesitated. Letting go of the chain, he walked over to me, digging a hand into the front pocket of his dark pants. Once he had whatever it was, he held out a hand, motioned for me to take what he held.
“Go on.” He motioned for me to hold out my hand until I did, palm up, under his.
Something cold fell into it.
I focused on the silver ring.
He didn’t have to tell me where he’d gotten it.
“I’m sorry, love,” he said again.
I stared at the ring, unable to make my mind react.
“He was ambushed. Five of them, at least. It looked like they tried to save his life after they shot him down...probably to bring him in alive. But he was dead when Chan and I finally broke through.” 
When I didn’t speak, Eliah caught hold of my arm, his eyes serious.
“Allie...love. I know this is a shock. I know it. But I need you to focus right now. Put him out of your mind, love. Just for now, okay?” When I still didn’t answer, he shook my arm lightly, forcing my eyes up to his. “If it gets down to the wire, you and me, we might have to jump. Now I know you’re wounded, but you’re a seer, so that’s not as bad as it sounds. You’ll live, easy. But it’ll hurt. And that cold’ll be something you remember to your grave...”
I stumbled when he released me, catching hold of one of the hanging chains.
The wind tore at his words.
“There, now, love. I’m sorry, I truly am. But we can’t fall apart. Or we’ll end up like him. Then his sacrifice would be for nothing, right? You can hold it together for him, can’t you? Just a few minutes more. Then we’ll be in the clear.”
I stared over the side of the ship. The water churned, white foam and dark blue beneath an overcast sky. It looked like liquid ice.
Eliah blew on his hands, checked his watch again.
“We can’t wait much longer, love,” he said. “Why don’t you—”
The rhythmic thud-thud-thud-thud of helicopter blades erupted low over the water, making both of us jump. I heard Eliah curse as one set of propellers joined another, then another...until a fleet of dark gray Apaches was passing by and over the cruise ship, riding over the light of first dawn. The sight was so surreal that all I could do was stare, watching them go by like a fleet of metal hornets. Eliah grabbed my arm just as they were nearing, pulling me into shadow behind the lip of the square opening...
And I found myself with him, inside his mind.
...Flashes fill the Barrier sky.
Lightning cracks downward from overhead clouds. All over the ship, bursts of staccato charges fall, plummeting around military helicopters as they fly past in formation, shining with a faint silver light. The bursts don’t come from the helicopters, but from the metallic, cloud ceiling above, falling like bombs.
I’m still staring upwards as a light-bomb falls from almost straight overhead.
Eliah grabs me with hands of light, pulls me away to narrowly miss being hit by a second bomb I hadn’t seen...
A net, he tells me. They are looking for you, Allie. And for me.
Looking for you, I repeat numbly.
I wince from a sudden, sharp pain at the back of my neck.
Eliah stares at my hand clutching that pain, at my fingers rubbing my own neck in reflex. Then, unexpectedly, he grins, his eyes shining with moonstone light.
Well, he says. That’s good news, at least.
When I look down, I find I am gripping the silver ring so tightly it digs into the skin of my palm. Through the Barrier, I gaze down the length of the ship, no longer caring who sees me. I let myself fall deeper...
...and without warning, he is there.
Revik lies broken on a patterned carpet, his neck at an odd angle. A metal collar circles it, and the skin there twitches, dancing under a coarse electric charge. He is covered in blood. His chest isn’t moving...
We’re losing him! A doctor kneels beside him. Goddamn it! He really will kill us. Did you see his face when those eyes lit up—?
Eliah grabs my arm.
Turning me towards him, he punches me right in the face.
 

 
...and I gasped, clutching a chain hanging from a roll down door in one hand, the ring in the other, the ocean wetting my back. My jaw hurt where he’d hit me, and my skin felt flushed, almost fevered. I faced Eliah, who held my wrist to keep me from going over the side. He gave me an apologetic look...but I knew.
That hadn’t been the past.
Which meant everything he’d just told me had been a lie.
“You did this,” I managed. “You’re him. Terian.”
He blinked at me, his different colored eyes widening in surprise.
Then he broke into a smile. A smile that turned quickly into a chuckle.
“Allie, my dear...I am endlessly impressed by you. So many surprises...”
When I tried to jerk away from him, he slammed my back against the edge of the roll door, his different-colored eyes hardening on mine.
“You’re hardly in a position to fight me now, though, love,” he said.
The man who’d killed my mother smiled at me affectionately, his thumb absently caressing my upper arm. He held the beretta in his other hand, aimed at my middle section. I hadn’t seen him reach for it, but I stared at the end of the barrel now, wincing as he tightened his hold on me.
“I suppose it is fortunate that I met you before you were fully trained,” he said. “How on earth did you find Galaith...? I am so impressed. So very, very impressed.”
I tried again to yank my arm away, but his fingers gripped like talons, pulling me closer, then slamming me back against the metal wall, and into a sharp protrusion on one of the beams. I gasped, the air knocked out of me.
“You know,” he said. “...you’ve put me in a bit of a bind, dear heart. I really had hoped to be out of here before der Fuhrer showed up. He was quite fond of your mate.” Terian/Eliah sighed, gazing out over the water. “I suppose I’m in for a bit of a spanking on that score. I’m afraid your dear Dehgoies isn’t long for this world. And I really had hoped I’d get the package deal...”
I threw myself at him.
I grabbed his hand with the gun, trying to force the barrel towards his face. I don’t know if I thought I could do it without being shot, just push him over the edge and it wouldn’t affect me, or if I just didn’t care anymore.
There was a loud sound in my ears.
Eliah jerked forward, nearly into me, as if sharply pushed. When I looked up at his body, he had a bleeding wound in his chest. The gun had left his fingers, clattering to the deck like a broken toy. I watched the red expand over his gray sweater in a numb confusion, then looked around and past him for the source, knowing that it hadn’t been me.
I focused on a high pile of wooden storage crates right as Chandre stepped from behind them, raising a gun towards my face.
“Move away from him! Allie, step back!”
Eliah burst into a laugh.
“Move away!” Chandre said, louder.
When neither of us moved, Chandre fired a shot past our heads that clanged when it impacted against the metal hull.
I don’t think I even flinched.
Eliah ducked his head, then grinned around at Chandre. When I released him, taking a half-step back on the ramp, Chan aimed the gun directly at my face.
“Stay where you are!” she said.
I held up my hands, but my mind remained indifferent.
“Kill him,” I said. Tears ran down my face, but I barely felt those, either. “Please, Chan...kill him. Do it now.”
“What are you doing with him?” she demanded. “Why did you leave the cabin?”
I didn’t answer.
It wasn’t stubbornness. At that point, I could barely make sense of her questions. I didn’t understand why she wasn’t shooting him.
Chandre fired off another warning shot, and I felt it whiz by my head. I continued to look at her, still thinking only the same repeating thought.
“Just shoot him, Chan. Please.”
“Do not mistake me for him!” Chandre warned me, her voice coming out emotional, angry. “Do not mistake me for your husband the Rook, Alyson! I don’t kill simply because you tell me to. I demand an answer! What are you doing with him?”
“I do believe I’ve made her angry, Chan,” Eliah said. Smiling, he pointed from where he held his hands above his head, gesturing towards my face. “Look at her! If I didn’t know better, I’d think—”
“Shut up!” The hunter aimed the gun back at Eliah. “Get away from her, you piece of shit! We know what you did.”
“He’s not Eliah.” I surprised myself again by speaking. My voice sounded strangely calm in my ears. “He took his body. He’s not real, Chan...”
Chandre rounded the gun back on me. 
“You too, Bridge! I would just as soon shoot you as well...dump your body right over the side. For all I know, you were in on it. For all I know, this is you starting your fucking war...”
Eliah laughed louder. “Are you crying over Dehgoies, too, my sweet, sweet, Chandre? I would never have guessed...”
“Eight of my people are dead! Three of them had mates, families. Dehgoies at least carried the karma of such a death...that and a hundred times over...”
I stared at the other woman, feeling her grief, her anger, even her fear. I wondered at her ability to feel so much. My own body felt like stone.
I couldn’t see through the light in my eyes but the woman’s outline shone there anyway, a shadow with two hands gripping a desert eagle I recognized from a different set of long, white fingers. Chandre took another threatening step in our direction, stopping when I didn’t react, or change expression.
After a pause, she exhaled, pointing the gun at Eliah without taking her eyes off mine.
“Gods,” she said to me. “You’re even starting to look like him.”
Under my feet, the deck trembled, just before I heard a hollow booming sound that shook the metal.
Eliah lost his balance on the edge of the doorway.
I saw my chance.
Without thinking, I lunged towards him, helping gravity and the shaking metal under our feet along.
It didn’t take much. He’d been standing too close to the rim.
Before I could think about what I’d done, he was falling, and I tumbled with him, tangled in his limbs. I groped backwards for the metal chain...but it slipped through my fingers, leaving a hovering instant where it occurred to me I wouldn’t be able to get free of him.
I plummeted through freezing wind and spray. I was sure I would die in those few seconds it took to fall, numb to everything but his hands on me and the deafening roar of water.
I hit the dark surface and it was like being thrown into a wood-chipper.
Tossed downwards, Eliah and I were ripped apart.
I felt his hands clench then leave my skin. A curl of wake threw me upwards and I surfaced, gasping.
Not far from me, another body slammed into the water. Then another.
I fought to keep my head above the white foam.
My leg hurt so badly I could barely force myself to breathe. Next to me, a dark head surfaced, and I began backing away, using my arms. I recognized Chandre, braids plastered to her head. Another head breached next to hers. In confusion, I stared at the face of another of the Seven’s Guard that I recognized.
I tried to paddle backwards, but I could barely stay afloat; my legs wouldn’t cooperate. I looked down the lines of the ship at the ship’s wake and saw what looked like another person, their face white above dark water. I watched the body struggle against the current, sucking downwards towards the lower stern and the propellers...
“You’re fucking crazy, Bridge!” Chandre yelled.
I tried to work my arms faster, to get away from her, but Chandre swam after me, groping for my limbs. “Bridge! It’s okay! It’s okay, Bridge!” Once she had ahold of me, her eyes followed the body caught in the ship’s wake.
“He’s gone!” she shouted above the spray. “You killed him!”
“Are you going to kill me?” I said.
“No,” she said, spitting water. Unbelievably, she smiled. “No, Bridge. You won’t be dying today. I wouldn’t kill the mate of the man who exacted the only revenge anyone on my team got against those bastards. And anyway, if you’d been working for him, I don’t think you would have wanted him dead so badly.”
Hearing her words, I looked up the steep sides of the ship, and my throat closed. I looked down at my hand. Somehow I still clutched the ring.
...15, 2, 1, 111, 99, 3326, 1, 42, 47, 15, 15, 12, 996, 651, 222, 231, 244, 4, 4, 4, 4, 6, 27, 13, 15, 15, 21, 66, 24, 89, 97...
At that exact moment, the sky caught on fire.
 

 
The explosion flared out of darkness.
It blew back the nearest of the helicopters, causing it to careen into the one flying alongside it. The propeller clipped the vehicle’s hull, splintered like dry kindling.
Galaith watched in a kind of slow fascination as the bird in front of him fell in a nearly straight line, breaking apart as it slammed the dark water.
The booming from the ship continued.
Shock waves from the second explosion reached the part of sky where Galaith’s larger transport helicopter maintained a safe distance. It shook the metal under his legs, forcing the pilot of the craft to compensate. A third explosion rattled the glass. Galaith heard his own pilot curse through his microphone, forgetting himself momentarily as he leaned on the cyclic, moving them sideways below the cloud deck.
Frowning in disapproval, Galaith decided to let it pass, gazing down at the long, white cruise ship, which had unmistakably come to a halt on the dark water.
Plumes of fire rose to the low deck of clouds, staining them red and gold. 
Galaith watched the flames mix with the early dawn’s light, reflecting against the falling rain. Another blast lit the nearby land mass, illuminating dark, featureless hills, and his eyes studied the scrub evergreens and broken boulders, blinking against the sudden brightness. People the size of ants jumped off the tall sides of the ship as he watched. Even under the steady pulse of the helicopter’s blades, Galaith heard screams, and impact sounds as they hit.
Feeling the other occupants of the helicopter looking at him expectantly, Galaith made the sign of the cross.
Then, fixing his brow and mouth in the proper display of anger and grief, he signaled to the pilot with his hand, pointing towards the shore.
It wouldn’t do to be caught gawking at the scene.
Anyway, for all intents and purposes, his work here was done.
Alyson’s last known location was the starboard end of the stern, where his team set and detonated the first set of explosives. Galaith would have his seers look for her in the aftermath, of course, and retrieve her body if at all possible, but it was over.
That was a decision he’d made before he arrived. Better to send her back to those beyond-the-Barrier shores of which she was so fond. Better that, than to let her go alive to Terian and whatever dark scheme he’d concocted.
It was a good thing Galaith had that second team in place, watching Terian.
Even so, he’d almost reacted too slowly.
Whatever had been set in motion on the ship a few hours previous, it had been less of a plan by Terian as it was a reaction to an unexpectedly opened window of opportunity. Perhaps Terian had even imagined it would be so. It was the only way he could have moved his team swiftly enough to avoid any ripples of warning through the network Pyramid.
As he watched smoke billow out the bottom decks, Galaith knew any hope of her survival had to be slim. He retained a glimmer of optimism that the temperature of the water might preserve some bio-samples, however.
Ironically, it was she who called him here.
It was a genuine pity he’d arrived too late to reason with her. 
As for Terian and whatever he’d been up to...
“I’ll be back for you, old friend,” he muttered under his breath.
He didn’t let himself think too closely about the loss of Dehgoies. That would have to be contemplated on another day.
“Sir?” the pilot shouted.
Galaith met his questioning look, wiping his face with one hand. Luckily, the gesture fit the moment, and played all the more convincingly for its sincerity, whatever its true cause. One of his secretaries, Martha, touched his arm in sympathy, and he clasped her fingers, letting his face show a flicker of gratitude.
He told the pilot, “Take me to the airport, Gene. We’ll coordinate the rescue teams from there.”
“Aye, sir.” The man saluted, grinning with obvious pleasure that Galaith had used his first name. Popping the wad of gum jammed into one corner of his mouth, he let out a half-shout above the rotary blades, “Wow! What a day!” Seeing Galaith’s dark look, his smile faded. “Of course it’s terrible, sir...terrible. All those people. No one deserves to die like that.”
Galaith did not give him a reassuring smile.
Still, he found the man’s comments amusing in their blatant insincerity.
Pity there was no way he could let any of them live.
 

 
Above me, rosettes bloomed in a bland sky. Clouds shone red and gold in billowing tongues of reflected flame.
I was still pretty sure I was dead.
Then a wave rolled up, filling my mouth with salt water.
I choked, only to be fully submerged. Physical pain brought my world sharply into focus as my head and mouth once more broke the surface. Salt sank into cuts in my skin. My knee felt like it had been pulverized. I forced my limbs forward through the blue liquid ice. I gazed at the fire and a dense wave of pain hit me again, not all of it physical.
Water filled my mouth and I spit it out.
Then, it hit me. It really hit me. For a moment, I disappeared.
Shouts overhead and nearer screams snapped me out. Another wave submerged my head as I groped around for something to hold on to, something to support me. I grabbed at something as it floated by. It turned out to be a soaked life jacket.
I let it go, paddling like a wounded dog with one leg. 
Trying to follow the others, I gasped out steam, glimpsed the burning white hulk behind me as I pumped my arms harder. The ship continued to belch smoke, but it no longer produced a churning wake. Instead it sat lower in the water, like a child squatting in a stream.
I had to find Jon.
The thought repeated, irrational.
Rain had begun to fall, along with soot, white ash, pieces of fabric and paper. I heard screams all around me...I closed my eyes, still trying to get my limbs all working in the same direction, when someone grabbed my arm.
When I turned, Chandre’s reddish eyes met mine.
She looked afraid. I gazed up at black-tinted clouds, a white tower rising from the middle of the ship where a blue, tail-like fin rose to meet the sky. A burning figure stood on the fourth deck, fighting to climb the railing. The wind flared the fire on his body.
Chandre yanked harder on my arm. “Come. This will get ugly, and fast! The Rooks are exterminating witnesses...” 
She began to drag me through the water, and I let her. A plane skimmed overhead, lights ablaze. No one paid any attention to us.
Revik’s face rose in my mind. My sight flared, bringing even more pain. More death. Images of falling bodies ripped apart by ice-cold water. Mom’s face. Dad’s. I missed Jon so badly it hurt.  I needed him, had to find him. I floated, fighting to push past it, dragged through the current. Chandre didn’t stop pulling on my arm. It felt like she’d pull it out of the socket.
“There’s some chance,” I managed, talking to her, or maybe myself. “I saw him alive. Terian could have him. He could still have him...”
Chandre looked at me. She struggled words out between breaths as she stroked hard with her free arm, pulling me with her.
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “No. Bridge...you must face facts. I am sorry. Dehgoies is dead...different light signature. We tracked it...we saw him die...”
I shook my head back at her, trying to free my arm, but she only pulled harder.
“You must feel it.” She looked at me. “...Separation sickness...it will get worse. You have to stay out of the Barrier. Do whatever you have to, only don’t go in. He will have died for nothing. Don’t let them see you...”
I didn’t answer, remembering Eliah saying the same thing.
When I didn’t fight after a few seconds, her expression softened.
“I am sorry, Bridge,” she said.
I didn’t look at her again.
We remained a few hundred yards from shore when a sudden, sharp boom jerked both sets of our eyes back towards the ship. Like something from a dream in the rising light, yellow and orange plumes billowed upward. The ship sank fast after that. I saw glass blow out as windows exploded, pouring water, flames...more smoke. The wind changed, bringing us more screams, the smell of charred flesh and burning plastic.
Chandre resumed swimming.
Between strokes I heard her speak through clenched teeth.
“Hopefully they will believe we are dead, as well...”
A wolf runs on the tundra, tongue lolling past its blood-stained grin—
When I came to, I was aware of hands on me, people pulling me out of the water. Rough gravel and dirt met my bare skin, and nothing ever hurt so much. My legs dragged like dead weight. I couldn’t move my knee and my thigh felt like it was bitten to the bone by some kind of sea monster or shark. Someone wrapped a coarse blanket around my back, talking over my shoulder to Chandre.
I felt grief on the man holding me and realized I didn’t know him, or the woman standing next to him, watching me with pity in her dark eyes.
Only Chandre’s voice remained.
The rest stood silent, emotional despite their weapons and training, unable to tally what they’d lost.
...and the wolf still runs, his feet sending up puffs of white snow. 
I want to tell them it’s all right, I know I’m safe.
For now, at least, my body at least. The wolf is no longer looking at me, but runs at a single dark form marring the white plain. Again it is dawn, and a black shape burns in the distance on a flat horizon that sparkles like diamonds...and my chest feels as if someone has taken an ice pick to it, hitting it again and again, digging out a pale light at its core.
It is a feeling worse than death.
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News feeds ran nonstop in the background.
I tried not to look at their fast-moving images, or hear anything the avatars said. Still, broken pieces reached me, burning me like heated stones.
“...dead now tallied at four hundred and sixty-two...with over a hundred still missing, most of whom are also believed to be dead...”
“...believed to be the work of the terrorist Alyson May Taylor and her organization of renegade seers. Initially thought to be killed in the attack, it is now believed Taylor escaped alive and is still at large, following...”
“...where she was last seen in Europe, at a café in Spain where she...”
“...eluded authorities outside a train station in Munich, now believed to be headed east as she reunites with the larger terrorist cells that placed her all those years ago as a sleeper agent, somewhere in the depths of Asia...”
I heard my name, over and over, and saw my face.
I saw pictures of people I loved, heard strangers argue about how many of my family and friends were already dead...until my brain fuzzed over, counting floor tiles in a hotel bathroom while someone pounded on the door, trying to get me to unlock it.
I traveled everywhere in a faceless cloud of seers. 
They bought me wigs, wrapped scarves around my head, gave me earpieces to wear, make-up, prosthetics of various kinds, contact lenses. They forced me to eat, drugged me when I wouldn’t sleep in the constructs we hopped in and out of, shoved me into vans and cars and trains to move me every few days, scolded me when I drank too much or stood next to windows without the curtains drawn. I stared at the landscape of different cities across land masses I didn’t recognize through the windows of whatever vehicle they put me in, sometimes for days at a time where I couldn’t sleep, where I could barely tell where I was.
They treated me differently now. All but Chandre, anyway. 
Despite their attempts to keep me alive, most of the seers seemed afraid of me. It was a reverential kind of fear, like they saw the end of the world reflected on my face.
At that point, I wasn’t sure I disagreed.
When Chandre came in alone to talk to me on the third day, telling me the latest news from San Francisco, my mind cut out entirely.
The static remained for days...flavored in flashes of moving scenery, movies shown on flights between Calgary and Montreal and Berlin, images on the vid player one of the seers gave me, hotel rooms and, let’s face it...a hell of a lot of alcohol.
Through it all, the feeds ran.
I couldn’t block it all out, no matter how much I tried to kill my mind.
Some cult started worshipping me. The cult’s followers petitioned for space on the US feed network and got denied because of my terrorist status, causing a wave of sensationalist headlines both for and against. There had been protests. At least one actual riot happened, too, apparently in Los Angeles and mostly between Christians and human Third Mythers. 
Seers got dragged into it, too, of course. I saw pictures of a young female seer being beaten with tasers and pipes. The newscasters on the feeds clucked about it in regret, but none put down their cameras long enough to stop the men doing it—men who would never be able to afford a seer like her, even for a few hours.
Rumors spread about me being the Bridge.
Black market feeds had whole sites devoted to me and Revik. Human women loved Revik, especially after it got out that we’d been married. It didn’t seem to matter that he was dead.
World governments were already negotiating over rights to my telekinetic “powers.” The United States and China dominated the discussions, of course, but Russia, Germany, England and Japan vied to be allowed at the bargaining table too, hiding behind the veneer of scientific curiosity. Speculation erupted that I might have been impregnated. Telekinetic rumors and rumors of sightings spread, more so after I was officially blamed by SCARB for the sinking of Royal Faire cruise ship, The Explorer. People who lost loved ones in the bombing posted bounties, wanting me neutralized...dead or alive, but preferably dead.
The feeds fed on the hysteria, fanned it.
More people went missing, presumed dead.
One was my brother, Jon. Another was Cass, who I’d known almost as long as my adoptive brother. Cass and I had finger-painted together while Cass’s mom worked and her father drank. By high school, Cass had her own section of my closet. Every year she celebrated two of every holiday, one at my place and one with her mom and dad and her deadbeat Uncle Phan.
With the last two people in my family gone, I didn’t much care what the world thought of me, or even if I survived it.
Weeks passed. Longer.
I wait for sleep. I crave it, but it doesn’t help.
I can’t reach him, no matter how often he asks. The asking hurts, more than the other ever did, and I feel him in pieces...a darker feeling that is self-hate, emotions that are infinitely more complex.
Still, he doesn’t feel alive.
The numbers return. They are separate from him, but connected somehow. I dream of my father, the engineer. He jokes that numbers are our secret language, so we can speak to one another in code. They are an autistic’s mantra, a broken song I can’t get out of my head.
...17, 10, 42, 12, 1, 57, 12, 20, 332, 178, 12, 102, 9, 13, 15, 2, 2, 2...
 

 
I am somewhere else. It wasn’t my home. 
I’d never been here before, but it felt familiar somehow, or maybe just closer in feel to places I recognized. After the clean, picturesque towns, mountains and chateaus where we’d spent the last few weeks in Europe, the grittiness of this new place felt almost...welcome.
Circling cities to avoid detection, we’d been traveling through farmlands and villages for months. We’d stopped in safe houses to sleep. Churches, warehouses, hotels, mosques, a winery in the hills, a bombed out Jewish temple. I told myself I didn’t know what was worse: the nights I wasn’t able to sleep, or having to suffer through the dreams and waking when I could.
But that was a lie, too.
I missed him by the time we hit the next construct, by the time I could dream again. I missed him, looked for him, and when I found him, we would...
Here it was dirty, loud, colorful, hot, poor, crowded.
I walked up a dirt and stone street where a mound of brightly-colored trash covered an open sewer grate, stinking already at seven o’clock in the morning. A shrine draped in winking Christmas lights and gold foil stood in a crack between buildings, a monkey god cavorting among flowers and stick fruit covered in buzzing flies. A caramel-colored cow stood chewing over a pile of rotting greens and egg cartons and chicken bones.
When I paused to pat its backside, it didn’t look up. 
Most of my face was wrapped in gauzy cream cloth, but I nodded anyway to a monk in red robes on his way up the street, wearing sunglasses and carrying an espresso in his hand. I felt oddly content with the horrible smells of human excrement and rotting melon and maggot-covered meat. Even with the stench slowly heating in the morning sun, for some reason I felt like I could almost breathe here.
I chuckled at the next shrine, which held a picture of me covered in pink flower petals surrounded by white, paraffin candles. It was my high school end-of-year picture, and my hair had a streak of lime green in it...me and Jaden’s idea of rebellion, which infuriated my mother at the time, since she’d already purchased a photo package to give pictures to all of our relatives. Because of the ban, real pictures were expensive as hell, and needed special permission. She still had a job back then, working for the post office, and she made me pay for the photos out of my meager tip money from an earlier crap job I had, which had taken months. It was probably the last time we really screamed at each other since my father...
I made my way up the hill, using the cane.
The mountains loomed over the town, breathtakingly tall, draped in snow and wisps of low-lying, fog-like clouds. Colorful prayer flags flapped in the breeze, hanging from wires sagging between buildings painted in bright greens and blues.
Most windows had no glass, just wooden shutters and tarps covering square openings. A black paw emerged from one of these as I watched, a second story window in a hotel with tables and chairs on a roof where people sat and drank hot chai, speaking Hindi and Tibetan and seer pidgin. Following the paw came the rest of a squat, tan-colored monkey. Its furred face remained etched in a frown despite the sticky piece of mango clutched in one paw. Gripping wooden slats with its free hand and feet, it climbed nimbly up to the roof.
When it reached the railing a yell pierced the early morning quiet, and a white-haired Indian woman swung at the monkey with a long-handled broom.
The monkey screeched and held his ground, still clutching the mango...and I laughed, watching the grumpy thing vault to the roof of a shack that housed the steaming chai pot from which a girl maybe twelve-years-old ladled tea.
“You’re awfully chipper,” said a voice beside me. “I’d have thought you’d be hung over after the quantities of bourbon you drank last night.”
The seer’s dry tone snapped me out of my view of the mountains behind the fat, ill-tempered monkey and the people on plastic chairs. I turned to see the same red-brown irises I’d been looking at for weeks.
“Yeah,” I said. “Guess I’ve got good genes for drinking until I black out.”
The female seer with the dark braids sniffed, but seemed content to have received an answer.
She folded her arms, gazing around us with some distaste.
“Didn’t Dehgoies explain how alcohol affects your light?” she said, for possibly the four hundredth time. “It’s a wonder the Rooks didn’t find us, with the flares you send out. Between that and...”
The lecture continued, but I heard little of the rest.
The pain slid forward as soon as she mentioned his name. When I allowed myself to go there, briefly, to look for him, a migraine sharpened behind my eyes, forcing me to stop and lean heavily on the cane I’d been using to help out my knee. I waited for the pain to pass, breathing in garbage and incense from a nearby storefront.
Chandre didn’t notice the change in me at first. She stopped when I stopped, still complaining to me about me as she glanced around at the wooden buildings. Another cow, this one a chocolate brown, wandered past, grinding its long jaw sideways. It lowed plaintively, twitching its tail.
“Welcome to Seertown of Himachal Pradesh, Bridge,” Chandre said after she’d finished her catalogue of my wrongdoings and ignorant, human ways. “...Sewer of the Himalayas.”
Seeing me leaning against the cane then, breathing unevenly, she snatched my fingers off my neck.
“Stop it. The humans are staring!”
I laughed, unable to help it when I realized it was a variation of the crap my mom’s status-obsessed sister would spew at me when she visited us in San Francisco. I saw a man in a doorway looking at me, holding a straw broom that looked handmade and wearing a sweat-stained fedora. His upper body was wrapped in a colorful shawl.
He shook his head at me ruefully, clucking his tongue.
“They think I’m high,” I said. “I’m a bad Buddhist...a decadent white woman. Who cares?”
Chandre’s mouth hardened. “I am sorry for your family, Bridge. But you cannot continue to dwell on the loss of them, or of your mate. You must focus on the task at hand.”
“Which is what, exactly?” I said. “Avoiding ringworm?”
But my words just filled space while my eyes rose to take in the mountains. 
Even here, I felt it. The world was dying.
It might even be more pronounced here, where remnants of the old remained, where I could feel how things used to be, even if I’d never experienced them myself. I gazed down to the street below, where a nun in dark red robes herded a cluster of Asian kids in black and white uniforms across the cracked blacktop. I assumed they must be human, anyway, since I’d still not seen a single seer child, and had been told I wouldn’t, not here.
The numbers rotated over the woman’s shaved head like a disjointed countdown, floating in and out of the lights of the children.
6, 6, 120, 123, 2, 8, 88, 99, 40, 4, 2, 4, 6, 29, 29, 32, 4, 2...
I forced myself to speak, although I didn’t look away from the nun. “How far is it?”
“You tell me,” Chandre said. “Use your light for something useful for once.”
I frowned, glancing at her. “My light? The town is a construct?”
Chandre rolled her eyes. “No Rook comes here, Bridge. It is by treaty that they stay away. We are safe now...I told you that.”
I gave her a skeptical look, but kept quiet.
The Seven certainly put a lot of stock in treaties, for all the good it had done them.
Hearing voices raised nearby, I turned, saw a cluster of men dressed in Muslim garb talking excitedly to an Indian man on a bicycle who shook his head, making broad negative gestures with his hands. It took me a second to realize he was a seer, and owned. The metal collar around his neck was so filthy I almost hadn’t seen it under his stained shirt. While I watched, a man in a police uniform came up, waving what looked like a homemade nightstick. The seer cowered, holding up his hands. Watching him pedal away on his bicycle, I frowned.
“Well?” Chandre said. “Will you lead us, or not?”
I looked at her, startled, then realized what she meant and laughed.
Limping away from her stare, I maneuvered the cane up the hill.
The number of storefronts diminished as we climbed higher, and the mud-brick apartment buildings and houses grew piled one on top of another, colorful and strangely cave-like against the hills. Prayer flags waved beside shrines for gods with aura-like headdresses. I saw more pictures of me, even a graffiti drawing of my profile with words in Tibetan and the art-like, slanting characters from the seer language, Prexci.
Paths wound up into the forest and back into the town on either side of the road as we climbed higher into the Himalayan foothills. The street deteriorated from crumbling asphalt to packed dirt, and the trees hung closer to the buildings.
The flavor of the town began to change as well.
Seer religious graffiti grew more dominant, along with a greater number of plastic bottles, used condoms and broken glass. I saw groups of Asian-looking girls in clusters on wooden stoops, drinking beer and wearing torn silk dresses next to men with greasy hair and jeans stiff with dirt. Most of the men wore plaid, long-sleeved shirts and scarves around their heads. It took a few minutes of looking before I noticed the metal collars. They laughed, passing bottles as the occasional Indian or Tibetan tromped up the wooden steps, leading one of the females inside, or sometimes one of the males.
As we passed, those left on the stairs noticed me and Chandre and stared.
We were nearly all the way past the building when a handsome man who looked to be in his twenties spoke up.
“Freedom is good, yes?” He spoke loudly, in heavily-accented English. “Tell your friend Vash that, eh?” He thumbed his collar towards me. “See what his peace love shit has gotten us.” He raised his voice as Chandre and I walked further up the hill. “Tell him to bring the Bridge here, yes? Tell him we need some of her justice in India!”
The others laughed. One woman made a violent hand-gesture in my direction, then slapped the man next to her on the back of his head for staring at my body through the dark pants and scarves I wore. 
The man sitting next to the couple laughed harder, spilling his beer.
A few seers in our contingent walked over to them, speaking that pidgin seer tongue and offering them cigarettes and vodka. I knew it was partly to distract them from me, but I couldn’t stop myself looking back over my shoulder at those seers sitting there, on the dilapidated stoop. I got a sudden flash of Revik lounging on those steps, a younger Revik maybe, with a rounder face and eyes that hadn’t yet developed the same faraway look.
Chandre clicked at me to stop me staring.
“Vash feeds them,” she said. “He does what he can.”
I nodded, glancing back a last time as I trudged up the hill.
She added, “Fighting the humans overtly would only worsen their situation. It would bring death and pain to all of us, Bridge.”
“Sure,” I said, not wanting to argue.
“You don’t know anything,” she snapped. “You are a child...raised by worms! What could you know of this? You have not seen war yet.”
I didn’t bother to answer.
When we reached the top of the rise, I stopped before a storefront with cracked windows and wooden steps with peeling, sky-blue paint. I stared through the dusty glass, knowing only that I felt compelled to stop there, not really thinking about why yet.
Moving to stand beside me, Chandre folded her arms, giving me a grudging nod.
“Good,” she said. “Your tracking has finally improved.”
My eyes fixed on a picture of a guru-type old man in sand-colored robes with hands at prayer position at his chest. A handwritten sign said in English, “Hot Meals 20 Rupee! Free meditation and yoga!” Under the sign stood a three-foot Ganesha statue with a garland of pink and white flowers. More petals stuck to statues of Indian gods, only a handful of which I recognized or could name. Wooden prayer beads draped the back wall of the display case beside a painting of a blue and gold sun intersected by a white sword.
I saw a Buddha sitting towards the back, too, and smiled.
Part of it belonged to the mish-mash that is India, I knew, but the absurdity of mixing a godless religion with a multi-theistic one struck me as a uniquely seer mistake.
It occurred to me to wonder if seers believed in gods, or a God.
Revik had said “gods” or “d’ gaos” like someone might say “shit,” which didn’t tell me much about his actual beliefs.
My eyes went back to the picture of the man in the sand-colored robes. His dark eyes shone from an aged but somehow unlined face.
“Vash,” I muttered. “Jesus.”
“Not quite.” Chandre’s quip had an edge. “Do not let his face to the humans deceive you. The rent must be paid. Even in Seertown.”
She yanked open the wooden screen door.
Without answering, I followed her into a larger and cleaner foyer than I’d expected.
Tiled in black stone, the room stretched deeper out over the side of the mountain than I’d expected, as well. Wooden baseboards and paneling accented the white walls with deep-toned hardwood, water damaged in parts but gleaming from recent polish. An old-fashioned fan stuttered in a window next to a mural of the Tibetan Potala in Lhasa, done in painstaking detail and with another of those gold and blue suns shining over the plateau. A green copper lamp hung from the ceiling before a wide staircase.
Directly inside the door stood a low desk, crafted of the same heavy, dark wood as the baseboards. A bowl of river stones and a candle were its only ornaments.
Behind it, a young Caucasian man with a shaved head and orange robes sat in a folding chair. The way his eyes lit up in wide-eyed eagerness told me he was probably human.
“Can I help you, sisters?” He looked at me first. Spotting Chandre then, he did a double-take, and grinned. “Sister Chandre! India has missed you, my friend!”
I raised an eyebrow in Chandre’s direction, fighting a smile.
Ignoring me, she bowed to the human, her hands at prayer position.
“Hello, James, and peace. We have an audience with the Teacher.”
James beamed. “Lucky you! Shall I call ahead?”
“That won’t be necessary,” she said. “But thank you.”
I stared at her, mouth open in disbelief.
Chandre called humans “worms” most of the time, when she wasn’t ordering them around like robots programmed to do her bidding. She gave me a cold look, motioning for me to follow her up the stairs. I bowed awkwardly to cousin James right before I did. The whole bowing thing was pretty weird to me still.
Once we’d climbed a few steps, Chandre spoke under her breath through gritted teeth.
“We are in a construct now. I would appreciate if you kept your thoughts civil.”
“Sure,” I said agreeably.
I felt her irritation through the construct and smiled.
At the top of the stairs stood an opening in the wall covered with a tapestry of yet another sprawling blue and gold sun, bisected by a white sword. Grasping one edge of the heavy cloth, Chandre slipped through the opening she created and vanished.
After a bare hesitation, I followed.
I straightened inside a low-ceilinged room covered in bamboo mats.
Open windows revealed a dramatic view of the Himalayas and a tree-filled valley housing the rest of Seertown, covered over in prayer flags like a roosting flock of brightly colored birds. Against the wall, a handful of collar-less seers wore Western clothes, talking silently amongst themselves and gesturing with their hands.
Closer to me and the door, another group of seers stood in a loose ring, wearing sand-colored robes. The man from the framed picture stood in the middle.
He turned as I dropped the tapestry behind me, staring at me. His eyes shone a piercing black, utterly still, yet carrying so much light I found it difficult to hold his gaze.
Without waiting, he crossed the ten or twelve feet to the door.
I took in his angular, unlined face, a little taken aback by his height. I didn’t move until he pulled me in his arms, lifting me off the floor. Squeezing me tightly and then letting go, he laughed aloud at my strangled sound, his teeth straight and white, dark eyes bright with tears as he drank in my face.
“You are here at last!” he said in perfect English, patting my shoulder in an awkward overflow of emotion. “I am very, very pleased! Very pleased!”
I could only nod, stunned by his tears.
“You are welcome here,” he said. “Most welcome!”
I felt my face warm, fumbled with something to say that wouldn’t be completely inappropriate...
And heard a derisive snort.
I turned my head towards the sound.
Amongst the seers wearing Western clothing and sitting by the wall, a male in a black T-shirt with shoulders like a gymnast watched me with Vash, his full mouth curled in an ironic frown. I felt his light on me and flinched. My cheeks flushed at what lived in that single, darting probe. Feeling my reaction, that same male gave me a sideways smile, glancing at the two seers sitting beside him, who stopped staring at me long enough to smile with him.
The first one’s light stayed by me though.
I felt him explore, felt a flicker of surprise from him at what he found, but couldn’t interpret its meaning. When I met his gaze the second time, his chocolate-brown eyes shifted away. He nodded to Chandre in passing as she sat among them, and the moment ended.
Glancing up at Vash, I saw a hint of a smile in his black eyes.
“You must be very tired,” he said kindly.
“You have no idea,” I said.
 

 
That night I curled up on a foam mattress on the floor.
A sheet lay over me, covered in sheep and cow skins, soft and warm and smelling comfortingly of animal. Through the wooden slats of the windows over where I lay, I could see mountains framed by moonlight and white clouds, stars just visible at the edges of the moon’s glow. Monkeys called to one another occasionally in the trees, screeched and scuffled over the roofs, their black paws scoring the bamboo.
Mostly, though, it was quiet.
Lying there in the dark, feeling crippled me, more than I’d had to contend with in what felt like months. Maybe being in the home of a bunch of monks, stationary at last––and sober for a change––I should have expected for things to come crashing down on me. Even so, I couldn’t help feeling like I’d been stripped naked with a paring knife and left to feel every breeze and drop of sweat over my open wounds. 
The construct exuded a simple warmth that worsened the feeling. Even the Himalayas amplified it, until something inside me started to unclench, so quickly and effortlessly that I couldn’t pull back the threads.
By the time the monkeys’ footsteps receded, the middle of my chest throbbed as it had on those cold shores in Alaska.
I couldn’t breathe, but my mind remained dead silent.
The moon rose, and I was still awake, despite being exhausted. I lay there and watched as the valley filled with a soft, penetrating light.
Somewhere in that silence, I started to cry.
Once I started, it was difficult to stop.
 

 
...yet somehow, I am asleep.
I find him easier this time.
He seems almost to be waiting for me.
He is alone here, as he always is. Just like every time before, I feel him, but I can’t quite reach where he is. He floats like a corpse surrounded by gray curtains, and we touch one another through the morphing fabric, fighting to get closer, but we can’t.
Before I understand where we are, we are kissing, like we are most of these nights. 
I feel him more once we start, but it’s not enough...it’s never enough. Our mouths are careful, hands and fingers deliberate through the same thin fabric. When I slide into his light this time it is fast, a slow groan before he opens, letting me nearer than usual, until I almost feel him, until he seems almost real. He is pulling on me then, asking me, but I can’t...
I can’t give him what he wants.
A kind of desperation grips me. He wants to give me things, too. He tries, in his own way. Images and sensations weave into his light, his legs between mine, his weight on me, until it feels like he’s inside me, like we are...
But it will only make things worse when he leaves.
I’m tired of this. Tired of fighting and losing him. Tired of looking and never being sought. He left me. He left me before he left. He enters me now like a thief, because I’m all he has.
He pauses, raising his head.
...and the man with the chocolate-brown eyes stares back, only now he isn’t smiling. 
Lowering his head, he kisses me without hesitation, picking up where Revik left off. It feels different, and not only because I don’t know him. The curtain evaporates, revealing warm light...a different body, less-cautious hands, unambiguous intent.
His arms and chest are larger, his hands smaller, his lips fuller, his tongue thicker. The way he kisses is different. He doesn’t wait for me to ask, barely waits for my answer. His hand slides into the crook of my knee, fingers caressing my thigh as he pulls my leg around his waist. He is inside me, and I hear him groan. He kisses me again... 
I feel him breathing hard in the dark, in another room, naked under rough skins, and I know suddenly that it’s not all a dream.
Somewhere, Revik watches. I know it’s not real, that he’s not here anymore.
He’s dead...I know that.
Yet somehow, it still feels like a betrayal.
 



 
23
CHALLENGE
 
 
I got up before dawn.
When I left the empty sleeping quarters and wandered outside into new light, the man with the chocolate-colored eyes was the first person I saw. He sat on a wooden step, smoking a hiri, one of the seer cigarettes, a cup of chai resting by his thigh.
I’d spent the night in a sort of cottage, one of many rimming a wide courtyard just below Vash’s main house. Most of the complex lived in a hill directly beneath the main entrance through which I’d entered the day before. Before me now, the courtyard spread out on a large clearing of grass and dirt below the largest of those street-facing buildings. In the center stood a circle of flat white rocks surrounded by crab grass and white-painted stone cairns. Paths dotted with smaller shrines and shade trees radiated outwards. Even in the dawn chill, milling seers littered those same paths, talking in a mixture of languages and hand gestures.
I wondered why they bothered to speak aloud at all, and why there were so many more men than women...then noticed the man with the brown eyes staring at me.
Watching those eyes linger on my bare feet, I made up my mind.
I approached him deliberately, walking straight up to where he sat on the wooden stoop. He didn’t stand up when I reached him, and I didn’t sit, but we eyed one another silently.
Unwillings, a voice said in my mind.
I jumped a little. “What?”
You wondered why there are no women. They are sold faster. A bigger market for unwillings. You should know that, Esteemed Bridge.
He took a drag of the seer cigarette, blowing out a perfect smoke ring as he waited for me to catch up. His smile turned wry.
And we speak for the same reason all beings speak, Esteemed Bridge. To be heard.
“Do you speak English?” I said. “Aloud, I mean.”
His lips slid upwards in a perceptible smile. “Yes.”
He had an accent, but I couldn’t place it beyond Asian. 
He studied my face, right before his brown eyes flickered down over the thin cotton pants I wore, pausing again on my bare feet.
“Did you...” His smile widened. “...Sleep well, Esteemed Bridge?”
I folded my arms tighter. I motioned towards his sidearm, visible under his jacket. “I take it you’re not a complete pacifist?”
“Does this offend you, Esteemed Bridge?”
I ignored his smile. “You know how to fight, then? Mulei?”
He smiled again, nodding once. “Yes.”
“Could you teach me?”
I glanced over my shoulder at the other seers in the courtyard. It hadn’t escaped my notice that a number of them stood closer to us than they had a few seconds earlier, that they continued to inch closer to listen to me and the brown-eyed seer talk. Feeling my jaw tighten a little, I looked back at the smoking seer, shifting my weight on my feet.
“...I need lessons,” I added.
Curiosity flared in his eyes, just visible beneath the amusement. “Why me?”
I sighed, then answered honestly. “You seem like you’d like to hit me. I figured I’d try harder.”
The male seer stared at me. Then he burst into a genuine laugh. He stood up, and while he wasn’t as tall as Revik, I stepped back in alarm.
His smile widened. “Yes,” he said. “I would like to hit you, Bridge. But I need to know if you are worth teaching, first.” He flipped the jacket off his muscular shoulders, exposing a worn gray shirt that stretched over his chest. 
When he caught my stare, his smile grew into a grin.
“What do I get, if I put you down?” His eyes flickered down over my body again. He gestured towards it vaguely. “Will you let me take care of that thing of yours? The problem your Rook mate left you?”
I didn’t ask what he meant.
“No,” I said. Thinking, I added, “You’ve got two minutes. If I’m still standing, you’ll teach me. You’ll also stay the hell out of my head at night.”
I hesitated, then figured what the hell.
“...Everything else has to be negotiated separately. Clear?”
His eyes lit up at my words, but he only nodded, stubbing out the hiri with the toe of one threadbare yellow sneaker.
“Okay.” He stepped towards me, bouncing a bit on his heels. “I accept.”
“What’s your name?” I said, when he began to circle me.
“Maygar.” He glanced up from where he’d been looking at my body again. “I should tell you. I was assigned a new job today, Bridge.”
“And what was that, Maygar?”
He darted forward, moving so fast I didn’t see anything but a shadowed blur before my vision went red, then abruptly white. I reeled back, fighting to recover from a solid left cross to my right cheek. I ducked as he went for me again, then kicked out, catching him in the stomach hard enough to push him back with the ball of my foot.
He laughed, but gave me the ground.
When he got closer again, I looked for an opening...any opening.
“...I’m your new bodyguard,” he said, winking.
He darted forward again, even as it occurred to me that I’d just made a really big mistake.
 

 
“More tea?” Vash said, raising the dented pot.
I sat cross-legged on the floor beside him. My face hurt. My arms, hands and legs were bruised, too, and even my tailbone where it perched on a bamboo mat. Two seers had brought in a platter covered with tea, cream, honey and a plateful of small sandwiches, laying everything out on a dark red cloth spread between me and the ancient seer.
I fought the impulse to touch my face in places I could feel the flesh rising. I wanted ice, but hadn’t asked for that either.
Looking out at the rain falling lightly over the mountains, I glanced reluctantly at the seers sitting around us in a symmetrical ring.
Against the far wall sat Maygar and his friends. Amusement showed on more than one face. I felt their lights flicker around mine like curious moths, woven through with faint flavors of sexuality. When I caught Maygar’s gaze unintentionally, he winked at me, kissing the air before tapping his temple with a forefinger.
Tonight, he whispered in my mind.
Taking a mouthful of cucumber sandwich, I chewed, gripping a tea cup in my other hand. More than anything, I wished it held coffee.
Vash laughed, startling me.
“Of course! You are American now!”
He glanced at another seer, who rose at once and disappeared through a cloth-covered doorway.
“Is this Indian breakfast?” I said.
His lips twitched in humor. “Elevenses, perhaps.”
Fans rotated overhead with round, leaf-like blades, pushing cool, rain-smelling air through the room.
Vash patted my knee. “How do you like India, dear friend?”
“I like the cows.” I looked around at the smooth-faced seers, avoiding Maygar’s corner. “Am I a prisoner here?”
Vash swept his smile away. “Not at all.” His voice grew troubled. “Do you wish to leave?” Leaning closer, he asked in barely a whisper, “...Or perhaps you would like some ice?”
I glanced around at the expressionless seers. “I want to find my brother,” I said, reddening. I plowed on. “And my friend, Cass. They’re missing.”
“Are you so sure they are not dead?”
He didn’t say it to mock me, or to screw with me, I could tell. Even so, my jaw seemed to stick in my sandwich. Setting my tea cup down on the tray, I forced myself to swallow what was left in my mouth. I cleared my throat, looking directly into Vash’s eyes.
“No. I need to know for sure, though. Maybe that’s stupid, but—”
“Ah.” Vash’s dark eyes grew thoughtful. “I was not implying that.” He paused. “Do they have meaning, these numbers? The ones I see around you now?”
I glanced away from Maygar, looking up at Vash. 
“What?” Watching Vash’s nearly black eyes stare intently over my head, I felt my chest constrict, even though I saw nothing but curiosity in his gaze. “No. Well...I don’t think so.” I paused, then tried to be more honest. “Really, I have no idea.”
“Ah,” Vash said. “Pity.”
He smiled at me, and his long, white face erupted in fine wrinkles. “Your husband mentioned to me that your prescience often expresses itself in your art.” He paused, as if waiting. “Is that true, Esteemed Bridge...?”
“My...” I repeated numbly.
“...Husband, yes. Dehgoies Revik.”
He smiled again as I fumbled for a facial expression. I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d misunderstood me on purpose.
His eyes grew kind.
“Of necessity, we spoke often of your latent abilities,” he said, patting my knee affectionately. “Truthfully, we often argued about this, too. He had difficulty understanding why you were not pulled for training sooner.” Noting my bewilderment, he smiled wider. “Ah. This surprises you! Yes. Revik was not always the most forthcoming man.”
Before I could answer, the seer with the bare feet reentered the room, holding a steaming cup that smelled deliciously of dark roast coffee. He set it down by my bent knee, bowing to me with one raised palm, like a salute.
“Thanks,” I said to him, and then to Vash, meaning it. Taking another sniff of the coffee, I raised the paper cup and sipped carefully. “I draw pyramids,” I told him. “Chandre tells me it’s a depiction of the Rooks’ network. You want me to go get them?”
Vash continued to study my eyes. “Perhaps later.”
For a long moment, we just listened to the rain. I sipped more coffee.
Eventually, I cleared my throat.
“So, this Pyramid,” I said. “Can you explain that? Revik, he...” I cleared my throat. “...Dehgoies. He told me some. He said you would tell me more.”
Vash seemed almost to have been waiting for the question.
“A pyramid,” he said at once. “Being a three-dimensional shape, can be only a symbol, of course. The actual network is of the Barrier and contains a form of shifting dimensionality that marries properties of both partial and non-dimensionality.”
My fingers clasped my hurt knee. “Ah,” I said. “Sure.”
Vash smiled in understanding. “The Rooks’ seers live in a construct, Alyson...all the time. Unlike the constructs you’ve seen my people use, theirs is not anchored in the physical world. It lives with a race of beings who aid them from the Barrier.”
“Yeah,” I muttered, understanding that part, at least.
He looked at me inquiringly.
“I met one,” I explained, setting down the coffee. “On the ship.” I held up my hands with hooked fingers, like a movie monster. “Booga-booga...you know. It tried to freak me out.”
“Indeed?” Vash chuckled. “Fascinating.”
He smiled as if I’d just told him I’d solved a Rubik’s cube on my first try.
“We call these beings the Dreng, Alyson,” he said. “They are, in truth, the real Rooks. It would be more accurate to call the seers down here slaves of the Rooks. Or, more generously, their followers. Of course, they call themselves ‘The Brotherhood,’ ‘The Organization,’ or ‘Org,’ for short. They title missions ‘Operation Blackout,’ ‘Operation Great Hope,’ and so on. The Dreng encourage these fantasies. They often frame their goals in terms of the greater good.”
I nodded, listening. “So...they’re brainwashed.”
“In a way, yes.” Vash took a sip of tea, nodding. “In return for the power they provide through the Pyramid construct, the Dreng collect light from the seers in their employ. Those seers in turn parasitize other seers and humans, to supply the Dreng with light. It is the Dreng’s primary motive and function down here, to steal the light of living beings, as they cannot generate their own. The Pyramid collects this light in large feeding pools for use by the construct...but their primary customer is still the Dreng themselves.”
I frowned, picking up images from the old seer as he spoke.
Vash added, “In short-term, everyday usage, the Pyramid provides individual seers with an almost limitless supply of light. Especially those at the top. The shape of the Pyramid symbolizes the hierarchical nature of the macro version of the living resonant construct. It is known by us that the alpha tier shifts at irregular intervals, but—”
“Okay, wait.” I held up a hand. “Time out. Could you at least try to translate that part?”
Vash smiled. “We are unable to see the workings of the structure from outside of it,” he said. “We know it is made up of beings...”
A Pyramid made of silvery-white light appeared in the space above where we sat, a kind of Barrier-generated mirage. Illuminating dots making up the Pyramid’s walls, floors and corners, Vash connected them with silk threads.
“...Represented by nodes. We know that the leadership changes, but not how. Or why. We can speculate on the latter. But we cannot be certain our theories are correct.”
I glanced around, saw all of the seers staring up at the Pyramid, too.
“Those dots are people?” I said to Vash. “Seers?”
“Yes.” Vash nodded. “Incidentally, your husband was quite obsessed with determining the identity of those seers at the top.” Vash highlighted the top spot, the one I’d circled for Revik in my untidy sketch on ship’s stationary.
“He thought he might know the leader of the Rooks on Earth,” Vash added. “But he could not remember. It was a function and condition of leaving the Pyramid that he lost much of his memory of the time he spent inside of it.”
“Yeah,” I muttered. “He mentioned that. Convenient.”
“Yes,” Vash said seriously. “Very. He would never have survived otherwise. As it was, he was quite suicidal. He struggled with those feelings for years.”
“Suicidal?” I didn’t hide my surprise. “Revik?”
“Yes.” Vash took another sip of tea, his expression serene. “Quite a normal response, if you think about it. As you may have gathered from my description, living inside the Pyramid carries some very specific advantages. Servants of the Rooks are in a kind of trance. What they do in that trance makes perfect sense to them as long as they remain inside. But, break the spell, and suddenly they are able to see what they have done in quite a different light.”
“In other words,” I said, thinking aloud. “When he was a Rook, what he did seemed normal. Moral even. And when he left...”
“It seemed less so, yes.” Vash placed his palms on robed knees, nodding. “Further, upon leaving the Pyramid, one experiences a severe loss of power. The Pyramid culls skills and raw talent from all of its members, creating a sort of ‘library’ by which any of the beings inside can access the skills of all the others. Losing access to those shared pools of light and skill can be quite difficult...even painful. It is another reason seers don’t often leave. The Pyramid acts as a great amplifier...and also a distributor according to moment, status and need...of light and its structures, or aleimi, as we call it.”
“So,” I said, fighting to keep up. “Inside the Pyramid, you can access the ability of any seer inside it? Even if you never had it before?”
Vash nodded, taking another sip of tea.
“Wouldn’t that make them all, like...super-seers?”
“In a way...yes.” Vash set his cup on its china saucer, clearly amused by this idea. “There are limits, of course. One must know how to access particular skills in the first place...so knowledge is required, especially for more complex abilities. We strongly believe skill sets are further stratified by the hierarchy itself, with some being reserved for use only by those at the top.
“Your husband was a strong seer in his own right...but he was much, much more powerful when he had access to the light and abilities of tens of thousands of other seers.” Patting my knee once more, Vash smiled. “You can see now, also, why a telekinetic seer might appeal to them, Esteemed Sister...?”
I nodded. “So why did he leave?”
Vash sighed. “Do you really need to ask me that?”
“Well, yeah. If he was brainwashed, then—”
Vash waved a hand. “Suffice it to say, it is possible to experience moments of clarity no matter where you are.” 
At my silence, he shrugged. 
“...The Rooks have been quite shrewd in recruiting seers who fill out those skill sets they lack. Like any beings, we each have our own gifts and aptitudes, and they vary. Imagine if you could paint like DaVinci, have the mind of a Marie Curie or an Einstein, the oratory skills of a Martin Luther King. For seers, it is much the same. It is a tremendous loss to give this up.” He added, “It can also debilitate the minds of lesser seers to realize that what they had come to think of as their own was indeed never really theirs at all.”
I nodded. “Got it. So as Rooks, they’re über-strong. And if they leave—”
Vash laughed. “Alyson! You misunderstand. I was trying to tell you that this power of theirs is, in the main, illusory. It comes from the symbiotic nature of the Pyramid itself. It does not belong to the individual seers, who are themselves quite ordinary.” Vash gave a graceful shrug, his dark eyes studying mine. “I also wished you to understand something of your husband...and the kind of man he would need to be to leave them, after he had been living inside that structure for over thirty years.”
I felt anger from Maygar’s corner and ignored it. 
Outside the open windows, rain pattered on bamboo and slate tile roofs. A golden-colored eagle wheeled past one window, dark against the sky. When I looked at Vash, he was watching me with compassion in his eyes.
I cleared my throat. “If he were reconnected with them. To the Pyramid. Could he, well...be stuck?” My face warmed when the old man’s gaze didn’t waver. “...Even if he died?”
Vash looked up at the ceiling, eyes thoughtful. “It is a good question.” He leaned back in his seat, holding his knees. “What do you think?”
My throat closed. “I don’t know. It feels like he is.”
Vash studied my face. “I see. Well, it would not be ideal to leave him there, would it?”
I didn’t answer. After another beat, he laid a hand on my leg.
“Alyson,” he said. “I understand from Chandre you have found the Head of the Rooks’ network.” He paused, his silence questioning. “Is that true?”
I looked up. Glancing around, I was a little startled to see fear...even wonder...in the eyes of the seers sitting in a wider circle behind Vash. Even Maygar stared at my face, his expression showing a kind of dumbfounded shock. Only after I noticed the eerie glow of reflected light on the surface of my coffee did I realize how I had managed to scare all those seers so badly. My eyes glowed the same iridescent green I’d seen reflected in Revik’s more than once.
“Yeah,” I said, without looking up. “Yeah, I did. More or less. I don’t know who he is outside, though. Outside the Barrier, I mean.”
“Could you show us?” Vash said.
I sighed, feeling incredibly tired suddenly. I looked at Maygar, and saw the skepticism that had returned to his eyes.
“Yes,” I said, watching him stare at me. “Sure I could. Why not?”
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Less than an hour later, I lay on a beat up recliner in the same building, staring up at a water-damaged ceiling. Beside me paced Maygar. Another seer attached electrodes to my face and arms. I winced as he pressed down on bruised parts of my skin.
“Tell me something,” I said. “This war...?”
“It is the most likely of outcomes,” Maygar said, giving a dismissive wave.
“So not inevitable?”
“No.” He gave me another look, that one slightly less hard. “I would have said differently before. I would have said it’s not about death, but rebirth. That the Bridge doesn’t cause war. That her being here merely signals it’s time for it to begin.”
He ran a thumb lightly over his bicep. I noticed a tattoo there, what looked like writing. His knuckles were bruised too, probably from connecting with my face.
He cleared his throat. I looked up.
He was focused on my mouth, not hiding the meaning behind his stare.
When I rolled my eyes, he only smiled.
“There’s even some who say Death comes,” he added in a light voice. “Syrimne d’ Gaos...‘Sword of the Gods.’ It’s where that other seer got his name, the one during World War I. It’s also the meaning of the sword and sun you see drawn on the temple door. And on me...” He lifted his shirt’s sleeve, showing me a tattoo of the bisected blue sun on his arm. “This is a terrorist’s mark, Bridge. A real one.” He grinned at my unimpressed look.
“The real Death,” he added. “The real Syrimne...he’s supposed to be a creature like you.” He gestured with one thick hand.
“...A brother, as it were.”
My hands tightened on the chair. 
Maygar didn’t notice, but only shrugged again, his voice bored. “I’ve also read interpretations that perhaps he’s the one as causes the shift,” he added. “But Bridge, the end of every cycle is a mystery. There are too many variables...and even humans have free will.” He glanced to where James, the robed follower from reception, stood talking to Chandre by the door, smiling at her with obvious adoration in his eyes. 
“...In theory, at least,” he muttered.
I frowned, glancing at James, too. “So what are you doing to fight the Rooks? Your people...the badass terrorists?”
Maygar snorted a laugh. “You wouldn’t understand, Bridge.”
“Try me.” When he raised an eyebrow, I said, “Unlike you, I don’t have some macho trip going, Maygar. And it’s not just revenge for me, either, despite what you seem to think. I want them gone. I want a break in the clouds. A real one.”
He just looked at me, then gave another grunting laugh.
“A break in the clouds...I like that, Bridge.” His face opened a bit more, until his expression turned almost friendly. “If you really want to know, right now, we are trying to crack their hierarchy...the one Vash described to you. We look for ‘the break in the clouds,’ too.” He smiled down at me. “There are rumors that an order exists behind the rotating top tiers. That the succession order is mapped...not random. Do you understand this?”
I shook my head. “No.”
Maygar’s eyes grew sharper when they met mine. I recognized that look from Revik; it was a hunter’s look. Moreover, it showed more perception than I’d given him credit for.
Realizing I had been holding back on him a little, I shrugged.
“Eliah might have mentioned it,” I said. “The succession order. When he found out I was screwing around with the Rooks’ network, he seemed convinced that’s what I was after.”
Seeing Maygar’s eyebrow go up, I rolled my eyes.
“I still don’t know what it is, Maygar,” I said flatly.
He gave me another half-smile, shrugging with one hand.
“It is exactly what it sounds like, Bridge,” he said. “It is a map of the succession order for the Rooks’ hierarchy. A map of the succession order would detail when and how each individual Rook ascends in that hierarchy to the spot above. Like when your American president dies...there is a list of who takes his place, right?”
“Sure,” I said, annoyed at his condescending tone. “Whatever.”
Maygar smiled wider, clicking at me softly. “This thing you seem so uninterested in, Esteemed Bridge...it is something every Rook in the network would pay all of their fortune to obtain. Hell, any in the Seven would.”
“Why?”
Maygar rolled his eyes. Unfolding his muscular arms, he used his light to draw an image of the Pyramid in my mind. Thrusting it forward invasively, he highlighted the node at its apex.
“The Head, understand?” When I nodded, he said, “This man at the top, he is the only one who connects directly to the Dreng. The only link between the Dreng and Earth.”
I nodded again, to show him I was following.
“He connects the rest to the Dreng,” Maygar added. “He also distributes the light, the skill sets, everything. To randomize the succession order, it is his protection, right? Without that, what’s to stop one of the other Rooks from stealing this top spot from him?”
I waited, figuring it was a rhetorical question. 
Maygar smiled again, maybe because he heard me.
“The top of the Pyramid, it has a rotating hierarchy.” Using his light, Maygar highlighted the top tiers. They began a jerky dance.
I recognized that, too.
“You see how at any moment,” Maygar continued. “...A different seer falls into the position directly below the Head?” 
I nodded again. 
“This is to prevent assassination, Bridge. If you are big number two Rook, and you kill the Head but don’t take his place, you can bet whoever does is going to take you out. But...” He lit up the top tier once more. “...If you know the succession order, you can coup the big honcho right when you are about to take his place. Or make a deal with the one who does.”
He smiled, clicking again softly. 
“But Bridge,” he said. “...We could do the same. There is a gap after the Head dies, when the Dreng are not connected to our world. The Pyramid is vulnerable then.”
“How long?” I said.
“Two...maybe three minutes to connect the new Head.”
At his meaningful stare, I sighed.
“Two minutes isn’t very long,” I pointed out.
Maygar laughed. “It was long enough for me to smack you down this morning!” When my face warmed, he smiled. “Of course, for any of that to be feasible, we would need to know who the current Head is. That is his other protection, Bridge. Anonymity. We think very few Rooks know the Head’s true identity in outside.” He pointed at me, his lips curling in a frown. “This is where you come in. Providing you can deliver what you say. Your Rook husband never could...despite all his bullshit.”
My jaw hardened. “I already said I don’t know who he is in outside.”
“Well, you should, if you found him in the Barrier.”
“Who the hell are you, to tell me what I should know?” I said. “From what I can tell, none of you jackasses could find him at all. And I’m untrained, worm-raised Bridge girl...so what does that make you?”
Maygar stared at me, his dark eyes holding disbelief.
Vash’s voice rose in my mind, clear as a loudspeaker.
We are ready, he said. You are on point, Maygar.
Maygar leaned closer to me. His voice grew soft. 
“A little touchy about the husband, aren’t you, Bridge?” he whispered.
Alyson? Vash said. Are you ready?
Maygar straightened back to his full height, a grin tugging at his full lips. His eyes met mine, a dark eyebrow quirking in a silent question.
“Yeah,” I said, swallowing my anger. “Fine. Let’s do this.” 
 

 
Slowly, there are stars.
Earth appears, a pale blue dot.
It zooms closer, until it dominates my view. But I barely look at the Earth on its own; instead, my mind finds the Pyramid, and the larger beings I feel behind it. Even now, above all else, it is their presence I feel...for they are why I have come. Metallic threads cross and intersect over land masses in thick, silver piles. The Pyramid moves like a mechanical toy, deceptively peaceful despite the pain and deprivation I feel within. I watch the dance as the pieces change hands, change places, until I hear a faint whisper of—
Well?
The voice startles me. I had forgotten I am not alone.
Maygar floats beside me. We are waiting, Bridge.
It happened differently before, I explain.
His tone turns acidic. Is this your first jump?
No, I say, unthinking.
Then you should know nothing happens the same way twice in the Barrier, Maygar says, his thoughts cold. For that to be, all other creatures would need to be static. You must do as we do. Follow the thread, Bridge. Hunt.
By the end, he is indulgent, condescending. It sparks a faint anger in me, in my light, until I realize it is because he is reminding me of Revik.
But I have done this without Revik.
I’ve done it without Chandre or Vash...or this asshole, Maygar, who wants sex with me and to beat on me only because he has some kind of monster grudge against Revik.
Maygar hears me, and his amusement returns.
Not only for that, Bridge, he says.
Pushing his mind aside, I remember Haldren, why I am here.
I concentrate on his face, on the clear, confident voice that rises above the crowd, the darkly burning eyes, his laugh. I remember other things, too. The things that no one else sees. Shuddering sobs in the middle of the night in the orphanage when no one comes, his crush on Kardek’s lab assistant, Massani, his fear of the other children, his need to control them, to make himself feel safe. I remember the details, the way he snorts when he laughs, cracks his knuckles when he’s nervous, recites equations under his breath to not be afraid...
Slowly, the Earth begins to rotate beneath my feet.
I do not notice at first, but it is rotating backwards, in the wrong direction.
The sun and planets revolve backwards as well, moving with oiled precision, west to east, instead of the reverse. I half-expect to hear beautiful music, like when my father and I viewed a miniature version of Earth’s constellations sliding in rich ovals on smooth brass rails. In my mind’s eye, my father laughs there still, delighted by the beauty of the kinetic sculpture.
“Music of the spheres, Allie!” he says, patting my back with his large hand. “Music of the spheres! Isn’t it wonderful!”
I hear his voice, and as time unwinds again, I smile.
A lightness coincides with the wires of the Pyramid growing less around that little blue and white world. The dark threads unwind even faster, like a ball of yarn teased by a cat, and I can breathe again, in a way I never can in that other place...
Abruptly, the motion stops.
Earth begins revolving forward once more, with effort at first, like gears grinding back into their natural motion. It is slow, like I say...yet fast, too. Regular time, which passes changing everything, so that we lose ourselves, so that we don’t recognize one another.
So that we must find one another, again and again.
Instead of the Pyramid, a gray cloud masses over Europe.
There, I say to Maygar, pointing with my mind.
I feel him acknowledge me.
...Then he and I stand in that other version of our world. This time, I do not know the exact place; I have never been here before, either in the Barrier or the flesh. We perch on a grassy, leaf-strewn hill dotted with aspens shedding white bark. 
Below us, a circle of black mud runs before a row of whitewashed buildings. The mud is thick, grooved with wheel ruts. In the distance I see more of those same buildings, what look like barracks, and below that, men in gray-green uniforms and cloth caps march in formation through the same dark mud and horse manure, carrying guns.
I recognize the uniforms in a vague kind of way, not well enough to—
SS, Maygar sends my way. Contempt drips from his light. Didn’t your husband teach you? They are Schutzstaffel, Frau Dehgoies.
I flinch at his words, but I don’t answer.
This is all very interesting, Maygar adds. But what is it?
I feel my light spark as I lose patience with his arrogance. You’re the one who said this isn’t an exact science. So why don’t you tell me where we are, big infiltrator man?
Maygar sends with mock politeness, Perhaps you miss your Nazi husband? You thought of him, and it brought you here?
I am about to answer back when I stop, staring through trees to three men standing on the same muddy hill. One I recognize at once as Terian. The second I know only because he has no face. Like when I saw him before, he is well-dressed in a formal, dark suit, and tall. 
...Though not as tall as the third man, who is Revik.
I blink somewhere in my mind.
He is still there when I return.
I can’t take my eyes off him, even knowing Maygar is watching...even feeling his disgust when he notices my stare.
Revik wears what likely passed for casual in the time period—dark brown pants, a white shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows, suspenders, boots—but his clothes look well-made, and he is clean-shaven, still on the thin side but significantly healthier-looking than when I saw him last in this timeline, wasting away in a Berlin jail. The bruises have faded from his jaw and face, although I still see scars on his neck, one in the shape of a question mark, another on his hand that I recognize. He wears the silver ring on his smallest finger, just like he did when I met him in San Francisco, and my light hand moves reflexively to my light throat.
I wonder again if the ring is from his wife, Elise.
He combs fingers through his black hair, clearing his throat.
“What are we doing here?” he says in German.
The shock of seeing him alive paralyzes me.
“...I thought we were done with this,” Revik prompts again. “Why are we here?”
Terian laughs. He is pleased with his new friend. The pleasure sparks clearly in his light. “You see, sir?” he says. “He’s barely here a minute, and already we are wasting his time!”
“Manners, Terian.” The faceless man claps Revik on the shoulder. “I would like to challenge you, Rolf, to think about this war differently. Until now, you have approached your role in this conflict as a slave does. I would like to persuade you to change that vantage point.”
Revik folds his arms, shifting his weight in obvious irritation. “I adhere to the Seven’s doctrine of non-interference, if that’s what you mean by ‘slave.’ Humans as a species must be allowed to mature undisturbed. The rules are quite clear about—”
“Spoken like a true believer,” Terian mutters.
Revik turns, raising an eyebrow. “Are these schoolyard tactics meant to persuade me to abandon Code?” He glances at Galaith. “Because I find them a bit tired...sir.”
“We do not mean to insult you, Revik. Far from it.” Galaith gives Terian a thin smile. “But I do wonder when is the last time you really thought about those words you just recited?”
Revik frowns, looking between them.
“I have had plenty of time to think about it,” he says, his real emotion coming out that time. “...Believe me, I have. This is not the first war of theirs I’ve fought. I understand well the argument for interference, but it doesn’t make it any less wrong.”
I see that his pride is pricked, though, especially at the silence after his words.
“I curbed their excesses where I could...” he said.
“You did nothing,” Galaith says calmly.
Revik stiffens. “I disagree.”
“You were a Nazi, Rolf,” Terian laughs. “They were gassing your people and you watched disapprovingly from a distance, at best...cleared the way for them with your panzers at worst!”
“Don’t be offended, Revik,” Galaith says, raising a hand to silence Terian. “It is not you that is the problem. The Seven certainly mean well, but they are judging my race as if it were their own. But humans are not seers, Revik. Humans...the ordinary mob of humanity...do not need more freedom. They do not even want it. What they want, more than anything, is for the world to make sense. They want their lives to have some greater purpose...a meaning.”
The faceless man smiles wanly, looking out over the muddy exercise yard.
“They want someone to provide that for them, Rolf,” he says, quieter. “They want this in part because they do not trust themselves...much less their fellow man. Which means, more than anything, they want to be led by someone greater than themselves. They don’t want a committee of their peers. They don’t want the truth to shift with the sands of opinion, or time, or perspective. They want an absolute reality. One that makes sense to them year after year, no matter what occurs outside of them. Whether they control this or not is irrelevant to them. They wish the illusion of control...without any of the responsibility.”
I glance at Revik’s face, watch him thinking about this.
I can tell he doesn’t exactly disagree.
Hell, I’m not even sure I do.
Galaith watches Revik too. After a pause, he smiles wanly.
“Rolf, my dear friend...humans are, quite simply, made to be dominated. If not by seers, then by more powerful humans. In truth, they prefer it.” He gestures broadly over the whitewashed buildings, the rows of uniformed men. “This war is a case in point,” he says. “Is it the honest leader to whom the masses flock? The one who gives them greater freedoms? More responsibility for their lives?” He smiles, shaking his head. “No. It is the one who gives them purpose, Rolf. An enemy. A beautiful dream that tells them all of their problems can be solved. Do they care that this dream is borne of countless lies? No. They do not. No modern human leader has ever been loved as the Germans love Hitler, Rolf. Not Churchill, not Roosevelt. Not since the last of his kind...Napoleon, Caesar, the Emperors of old Asia.”
Revik stands there, blank-faced.
Then he laughs.
“You yourself are human!” he says.
“Yes.” Galaith smiles. “I am. But I am also one who sees this truth...and accepts it. Would you condemn me for this? Call me a race traitor to choose reality?”
Revik pauses, looking at him. “No,” he says.
Revik is in pain. I feel it on him. I feel it through him, even though it makes no sense that I should. It will be decades before I am even alive in his world. I realize the pain is for Elise and something crushes the small bones in my chest, making it hard to breathe, hard to remain where I am. The craziness behind this feeling doesn’t escape me.
I am jealous. I am beyond jealous, and of two dead people.
I follow his eyes to the muddy tracks below. Men in gray-green uniforms roll a tank of gas onto a wagon tied to a wooden yoke laced to a mule. The soldiers cluck at the mule, pulling at its bridle until the mule, the wagon, and the tank stand in the middle of the mud ruts in a circular drive. Two more tanks are loaded, pulled by another mule and a horse. The animals halt where men line up in formation, in the center of the circular drive. 
Around them, I count over a hundred people.
“Why are we here?” Revik says again, but this time I hear uneasiness in his voice.
“I want to cure you, Rolf. Of obedience. Of being a slave.”
I feel my stomach roll over. I know suddenly, what I’m going to see.
I don’t want to see it. I turn to Maygar.
Let’s go. You were right. This is a dead end.
But Maygar is focused on Galaith.
He does not see what I see, or if he does, he does not care.
The separation pain worsens, mixes with a grief too thick to think through. The resonance is too strong; I can’t change my vibration enough to pull myself out. I am locked here, tied with steel cords to this past Revik and his grief for his dead wife.
That is him? Maygar says of Galaith. He is human, Bridge!
A silver channel opens up above the three of them, feeding directly into the cloud of the Rooks...the Dreng, I think, remembering Vash’s explanation. Terian’s light body shines with wire-like threads, but many fewer than existed when I glimpsed that side of him in San Francisco. The widest channel of all opens between the Dreng and the faceless man.
That same channel then opens to Revik.
Sharp, silver light ignites through his aleimi like molten sparks. The sickness I feel worsens as I watch his light change. The silver overtakes the softer gold-white, seems to strengthen it, but I see it as a covering over, a slow eclipse of something I realize I still love, that I can’t seem to stop loving, no matter how hard I try.
Seconds later, the auras around Terian and Revik gleam bright with metallic, silver light, emitting lightning-like flashes. An even brighter aura pulses off Galaith.
I hear Maygar mutter beside me.
...Impossible.
Terian winks at Revik. “You see, my cantankerous, Heer friend,” he says with a smirk. “Galaith, here, he is like a great, big mirror. Anything that lives in the network, lives also in him. Which means, if any of us has a present for the network, he is the first to unwrap it...” 
Terian’s eyes turn slightly colder, and just for the barest instant, more predatory. I see the covetousness in him, even back then, but he turns it into a smile.
“...We only get tastes, right Mr. G?” he jokes. “Scraps and bites?”
Galaith doesn’t respond. He watches Revik carefully. “Are you all right?”
I feel Maygar’s shock expanding, pulling on me.
What? I send, irritated. I cannot take my eyes off Revik.
Did you not hear me? Maygar hisses. That man...he is a human being! He is not seer at all...! It is impossible that he can do these things!
Galaith’s outline keeps getting brighter.
Revik steps back warily as the human’s light body flashes out in a hard arc. Galaith raises a hand towards the field, and I see a Nazi soldier’s eyes flash silver, just before he bends to light a torch on one of the loaded wagons.
Galaith turns to Revik. “This war can be over in months,” he says. “Already, two million have died in the camps. Should we wait until it is four million? Ten million?”
Revik hesitates, staring out over the field.
“Hitler needs to die,” Terian adds. “If the humans want a leader, we’ll give them one...we’ll give them all the dreams and laws and bullshit racial policies they desire. But why should seers die for the madness of humanity? Why? When we can bring peace so easily?”
Revik stares down the hill.
I remember Russia, the frozen bodies, the smell of burning flesh, and realize Revik is remembering, too.
The first gas tank detonates. An inexplicable grief expands in my light as fire blows back the line of soldiers. They are murderers, too, I think. But my thoughts and fears and rationalizations are all caught up in Revik’s, the wanting to believe he can be a part of something, that he can make it better. That he can be more than simply a bystander, helpless as history unfolds.
Terian ducks as the fireball expands, then starts to laugh.
Screams fill the clearing, along with smoke and fast-moving shrapnel. Seconds later, meat comes crashing down. I realize it is from the mule that pulled the cart and feel another surge of nausea as legs and arms rain down, too, some of the feet still wearing boots.
“Revik?” Galaith watches him, waiting. “Are you ready?”
Revik hesitates. He almost looks afraid.
“How many seers did they kill?” Galaith asks. “How many burned in the gas chambers as you watched from the Barrier, cousin?”
Revik holds up his hand. Seeing his fingers shake slightly, I will him to lower it. I know this is past, that it’s already happened. I know I cannot change any of it now, that it’s too late. I even hear the logic in Galaith’s words. I want the same revenge Revik wants for all those who died, but I will him to hear me anyway, to not do this.
A blank-eyed soldier lowers a second torch.
When it explodes, I flinch along with Revik.
Shock rips holes in the turf, throwing wood and iron as shrapnel into standing lines of men. The SS don’t move out of the way, even when burning metal embeds in their flesh, or catches their hair or clothes on fire, or splatters hot oil across their skin. 
I see Revik’s jaw harden. Without being asked by Galaith, he focuses down the hill again. The third soldier lowers his torch.
There is another hollow boom.
Terian is laughing again, jumping up and down as black smoke plumes outward in a mushroom-shaped cloud. Revik stares down the torn-up field in angry shock as Terian hits him playfully on the chest, then starts down the hill to view the carnage up close.
He leaves Galaith and Revik to stand there alone.
“What are you?” Revik says, looking at him.
I feel Maygar beside me, tensing for the answer.
Galaith smiles. “Perhaps you should ask yourself that question, Rolf.” He smiles, squeezing Revik’s shoulder. “I’m very, very proud of you, my son.”
Revik stares down at the field. His eyes still show a dim shock, but I recognize the predatory curiosity there as well. The intent focus accompanies a fire that powers a hotter engine beneath his controlled veneer.
Interesting choice for a mate, Maygar says. ...Esteemed Bridge.
I turn on him in fury.
He reformed, okay? Just let it go!
I watch as Maygar grunts, looking at Revik with utter loathing.
His self-righteousness infuriates me.
Whatever your trip is with him, it’s infantile, I tell him. He’s dead!
Real anger flashes in Maygar’s light.
Infantile? He catches my light arm in his hand. I saw it, Esteemed Bridge. I fucking saw it! I looked at all of the records from when Dehgoies Revik ‘reformed.’ I saw what happened when they brought him in. Half-dead, beaten to a pulp by his own and then our men...you should have heard the litany of garbage he spewed, as the Adhipan worked to detach him from that Pyramid filth! It took them days to get it off...weeks even. And all the while, the whole construct was treated to the lovely things your husband did while in the Rooks’ employ...
Maygar’s eyes flash colder as he looks down the hill.
...The things I saw as they unwound those structures made me physically ill, Bridge. I did not sleep. I could not want anything but his death for days. So do not tell me I am infantile. Do not tell me anything about that man, not until you’ve seen what he is for yourself...
I stare at Maygar through the Barrier, but my mind is blank.
Do not kid yourself, he says. They recruited him for one reason. At his core, he was an evil fucking bastard. That’s all he ever was, Esteemed Bridge...
I look at Revik.
Revik from the past, but still the light I know.
He is looking at me, too, I realize.
I am still standing there, watching his face, when roughly, Maygar uses his aleimi to change our frequency. As soon as he does, the past around me unravels. 
The last thought I have as I lose him yet again is that I’m thirsty.
More thirsty than I’ve ever been in my life.
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WIRE
 
 
He feels her, feels her skin, the ends of her fingers as she caresses him, touches his face, his arms, his chest, his cock. He thinks of all the times he wanted her to touch him, that he fantasized about her touching him...all the regrets about what he should have done in Seattle, on that ship, even in the dirt that night in Vancouver. She’s already driving him crazy and they are kissing again...his tongue thickens, pain rising in his belly.
She reaches for him, and he opens at once.
But something twists his light, forcing him back.
His wanting turns to aggression, frustration, a bleak hopelessness when she returns, lets him feel her...but it’s never enough.
Gods...she’s fucking with him. She’s teasing him, trying to make him insane. She knows he’s in pain, that he can’t go to her.
But something darker lingers there.
Someone else is with her.
She isn’t alone.
 
 
He groaned, unwillingly awake. Lying on a wet tile floor, he couldn’t move. The pain sharpened as he lay there, worsening as the ache in his arms and neck returned. He was shivering, naked, freezing cold, so fucking thirsty he couldn’t think about much else once he noticed...but the pain on his neck and back felt like fire.
It occurred to him then. Water still ran over his bare skin.
He hadn’t been asleep. He’d passed out.
The other seer dropped the water spigot. Crouching down, he stared into Revik’s face.
“Feeling better, Revi’?”
Revik threw out his light in reflex and the collar around his neck tripped, bringing another blinding jolt. His head snapped back, then fell back to the tile. He groaned, unable to stop it.
“Apparently so,” Terian gazed down Revik’s body. “Missing her again, are we?”
He fought to go unconscious again, willing it.
“Let’s go over it again...”
Revik tried to remember the line of questioning they’d been on, couldn’t.
“Who has the succession order, Revi’?”
The sickness worsened. “I don’t know,” he said.
“Really?” Terian walked around where he lay. “Shall we pull your friend out of her cage again? Maybe if I played with her a bit, that might jog your memory?”
Revik clutched the chain where it attached to the floor.
He avoided the female with his light, but he couldn’t help looking for her with his eyes. Her naked body lay slumped in an iron box against the far wall, her eyes half-lidded, catatonic. The slack look on her face was more than he could bear, worse than the long cut that bisected her delicate features. He remembered the last time Terian brought her out here, felt his stomach lurch even as his eyes drifted to her feet bleeding through the dirty gauze he’d used to staunch the blood. He’d taken two of her toes that time, one from each foot.
“No,” he said, hoarse.
“No?” Terian said. “Say please, Revi’.”
“Please.” His eyes returned to the floor. “Please, I—”
“All right.” Terian smiled, waving him off. “...Since you’re being a good boy.” His eyes narrowed. “The succession order, Revi’...the truth this time. I have it from very reliable sources that you were the only one who had it after Galaith.”
When Revik hesitated, trying to think, Terian kicked him, hard, aiming at the muscled part of his thigh. Revik gasped.
“I don’t know,” he blurted. “...I swear it’s the truth. You can read me. You know I’m not lying. If I ever had it, they wiped it when I left—”
Terian kicked him again. Revik shifted half to his side, fighting to breathe.
Rocking on his heels, Terian touched his lips with a finger, gazing up at the ceiling.
“Yes,” he said. “That memory loss is most irritating. But you know I don’t fully believe you, don’t you, Revi’? Your light is different, you see...ever since that day on the ship. I know you can’t feel it with that restraining device around your neck, but take my word for it...it is. Quite different. You feel much more like my old friend than you did in San Francisco. So much so I have a hard time believing you, when you say you don’t remember.”
Revik just lay there, breathing into the tile.
They’d been over this.
He’d lost track of answers he’d given, contradicted, lied about. He knew Terian likely no longer listened for details anyway. By now he knew exactly what Revik did and didn’t know. What he hadn’t said aloud had been ripped from his mind...about Allie, every intimate detail, every lie and truth and half-truth. Work he’d done under Vash. His job in the Guard. It wouldn’t be enough. This had become an endurance game, and he would lose.
Even as he thought it, the rod jabbed at muscles in his back, just enough that he reflexively tried to block it.
“What were you dreaming about, Revi’? Just now?”
Images swam forward. He saw Allie again, her hands on his chest, holding his arms. He remembered her pulling on him and hardened painfully.
Now that he was powerless to block it, the separation was like a drug...it brought wanting, but also regret, memory in sharp relief, emotions he could barely comprehend, much less control. The sickness worsened. For a moment, he could only lie there, half-gasping.
The collar sparked.
Terian bent down, gripping his hair, pulling his head back.
“Every time. You know, Revi’...your eyes glow every time I mention her. You really are a mess, my friend.” He relaxed his hold, adding casually, “It’s not like I have a lot of telekinetic seers to study, to see the effects they have on their mates. But the glow eye thing of yours intrigues me. So do those lights you managed to shatter on the ship...”
His eyes turned clinical, studying Revik’s with a faint edge.
“Incidentally, I was with your wife while you were fucking that human.” A half-smile tugged at his lips as Revik looked away. “If your goal was to hear her beg, I think it was working, my brother. Truly. So much so, I considered mounting her myself...” He gripped Revik’s hair tighter, forcing him to look at him. He bent closer to his ear, his voice a murmur. “The images coming off her...gods. I could have called in the whole Guard. We could have taken turns. I don’t think she would have minded a bit, Revi’...not a bit.”
Revik fought the image out of his light and the collar tripped, sending white fire down his spine. When Terian released him, he lay his face against the tile, breathed into the cold floor.
His eyes caught those of the other human in the room, who squatted in a cage next to the one where Cass lay broken against the wall. The man there looked even skinnier and paler than he was, if that were even possible. Seeing the sympathy there, Revik closed his eyes.
He felt Jon’s light reach for his, a pale comfort.
Bright...so bright for a human.
Too bright.
The yellow eyes swiveled in Jon’s direction.
“Interesting.” Terian rose, starting towards the row of cages where Jon was already moving, scurrying to put his back to the wall, as far away from the cage’s door as possible.
Revik lifted his head, writhed to his stomach.
“Fucking dirt blood,” he gasped.
Terian halted, halfway to where Jon hunched in the corner.
Revik fought for breath, pushing out words. “...You’d give your cock to be me. That’s the real reason you’re doing this. Not to find Allie. Not to learn more about any fictitious ‘succession order’...but to pretend you’re stronger than me, that you beat me. It’s pathetic, Terry...”
Terian turned. Behind him, Jon waved Revik off, his hazel eyes rounded in horror. But Revik’s gaze fixed on the human’s bandaged hand. His jaw hardened.
“It speaks.” Terian folded his arms, cocking his head with narrow eyes. “Wow, Revi’. Did you just...insult me?” His smile widened. “I confess, I didn’t think you had it in you. Not after our last go around.”
Revik’s throat was so dry he was hoarse. “You still can’t stand the fact that Galaith made me second over you. He’d still take me back, Terry...in a fucking heart beat.”
Terian smiled, gesturing him forward. “Go on.”
Revik saw the hardness beneath the smile. He’d reached him.
But not enough.
He blurted, “Feigran, right? Wasn’t that your name?”
Terian’s smile grew leaden.
“I remember.” Revik’s fingers tightened around the chains. “A shit-blood from the Ukraine. Dugress, right? A town I destroyed...on accident, I admit. I don’t remember.” He barked a laugh. “I was drunk a lot back then, but there’s no way I’d destroy a crap town of beet farmers on purpose...”
Terian’s full mouth thinned.
Behind him, Jon had gone rigid, as still as death.
“I had to study files on all of my...” Revik barked another hoarse laugh. “...subordinates. You’re one of those inbred seers with an inferiority complex, is that it? Saw too many of your relatives go to the gas chambers? I guess that would hit at your self-esteem...supposedly superior race, and you’re exterminated like rats.” He coughed, tasting blood. “Tell me, did your father really get so poor he sold his wife? Did he sell you, too, Feigran? Is that how the Rooks acquired you? For a few dead animals and—”
The rod came down hard, in the middle of his chest.
Revik stopped breathing, losing all sense of where he was. The pain whited out his vision. He blocked it and the collar flared around his neck. Before he could go unconscious, Terian stepped forward and kicked him in the face. The shock yanked Revik out of his mind just as the mixer hit him lower with the rod, low enough to bring a scream.
For a long moment, Revik thought he was dead.
Terian lifted the pulse.
Groaning, nauseous, Revik tried to crawl away.
Terian stepped forward, kicking him in the stomach.
“You’re damned lucky I want this body for myself, Revi’.” The yellow eyes shone cold, lifeless, when Revik looked up. “I might find more creative things to do with it, if that were not the case. You should be thankful I have not yet run out of questions for your mind, too, because once I have, it will cease to exist...”
Revik tried to clench his muscles when the Rook kicked him again, but couldn’t. He cowered, gasping, when Terian approached him next, but that time, the other seer walked right up to his head. Crouching, he grabbed a fistful of his hair, yanking Revik’s head back.
“...And do you know what I’m going to do with this body of yours once it is mine, Revi’? Do you know the very first thing I will strive for? I’m going to find your darling Alyson, and I’m going to thank her properly for not coming for you. She won’t walk right for weeks, I promise you...” Seeing the barely concealed look in the other’s eyes, Terian grinned. That time, it reached the rest of him.
“Yes...you don’t like that. I bet you’d like to take an axe to me now...eh, Rolf? But hear me on this, old friend. One of these days, I’ll get my chance with her...in one way or form. I promise you that. That is my vow to you, brother.”
He let go of his hair, but didn’t move away. He continued squatting there instead, watching him with narrow eyes.
“I don’t know why you care so much all of a sudden, anyway,” he said, studying his face. “You were hardly the model husband, Revi’. Selling your cock to humans. Getting blow jobs from Seattle hookers while she slept alone. If she’d been raised seer, she would have stabbed you in your sleep by now, my friend.”
Watching Revik avert his eyes, he folded his hands between his bent knees, letting his voice grow thoughtful.
“I can’t help but wonder just how long it took her to act on that separation pain, once she didn’t have you around to screw with her head...” Watching Revik’s face, he clicked at him softly. “You could have popped that cherry, my friend. Can you imagine? Being the very first inside the Bridge, and as a mate, no less. Instead you waste it, acting like a sulking adolescent instead of being a man and accepting responsibility. And you call me pathetic...”
Revik stared at his hands. Blood dripped on them from his mouth. He remembered the presence he’d felt around her, and the sickness in his gut worsened. Terian’s words replayed themselves in his mind, and he couldn’t even disagree with them.
Terian laughed aloud, clapping him on the shoulder.
“Ah, that reassures me, Revi’...you know I’m right!” The seer leaned closer. “Hey! Revi’!” A smile lit up the handsome features. “Do you think that’s why she hasn’t come looking for you?” Reaching down, he massaged Revik’s genitals. He smiled when the other man groaned. “...Maybe she doesn’t even want this in her anymore, eh Revi’? Or do you think she’s the type to get off on mass-murderers? Tell me honestly. Are my chances with her better or worse wearing this body?”
Revik writhed as far away as he could with his wrists bolted to the floor. He fought to contract his light, but the collar only flared again. Terian gave his testicles a brief, hard squeeze, laughing, then let go. Revik nearly blacked out.
Turning, Terian smiled at Jon, winking. “Want to help him out this time, sport-o?”
In the cage next to Jon, Cass rattled the bars. “Stop it!” she screamed. “Leave him alone!”
Revik raised his head. Not now.
Cass couldn’t get his attention now, not when Terian was—
“I think you have fans, Revi’.” Terian glanced down at him. “Shall we reminisce about the old days? Or simply act them out? I'm sure they would love to hear about how we used to get our kicks, you and I...how much alike we once were.”
“I hope he kills you!” Cass screamed louder.
“Oh-ho!” Terian laughed, squatting by Revik again. He tapped him on the head. “Remember that French girl in Bangladesh? The one Colonel Harding was so fond of? How long did you manage to keep her alive? Was it two weeks? Three?” He glanced at Cass. “You were a lot more fun back then. You had better taste in friends, too, as I recall...” His yellow-gold eyes went flat, studying Cass.
Revik shook his head. “I don’t remember.”
Rocking his weight back to rest on his heels, Terian cocked his head. “You know, I can’t even tell if I believe you. You so clearly want to believe yourself.”
He rested his arms on his thighs, his voice serious.
“You know, don’t you, Revi’...I have only the purest of motives in bringing you here. You are sick, you see...you have lost your way. I want my friend back. Back on the side of non-hypocrisy, of fun, of ideals with practical application...” He smiled wider, glancing at Cass before he looked back at Revik. “...Barring that, I might have to peel your skin off in little strips like one of those ingenious devices we used in Prague...do you remember, Revi'? Just to deal with my disappointment, you see.”
Revik swallowed, not looking up.
Terian grabbed his wet hair. “Are you telling me to flay the girl instead? Or maybe the pretty young boy?”
Revik’s eyes found Cass and Jon without his willing it. The seer was pushing him to focus there, but he thought about them anyway.
Maybe he could make it quick. If Terian tried to fulfill one of those fantasies, it would be the easiest thing in the world to break Cass’s neck. The thought made the sickness worse, enough that he lowered his face.
He wondered how much of it was his, and how much Allie’s.
Laughing, Terian released him. “Oh, Rolf. You are the clever one. I suppose I may have to wait on my fun, then...at least until you learn it’s bad manners to break the nice toys I give you.”
Still squatting beside him, he studied Revik’s eyes.
“Tell me honestly,” he said softly. “Tell me the truth, Revi’, and I’ll leave the girl alone. For today, at least...I won’t touch her. Are my chances with your wife better or worse wearing this beat up body of yours?”
Revik closed his eyes, wiping his jaw with his hand. He glanced up, feeling the sickness lodge somewhere in his chest.
“I don’t know,” he said.
Terian just looked at him for a moment. Then his smile hardened.
“You really don’t. And you may not believe this, Revi’, but I find that sad.” He straightened, regarding the man lying at his feet. “The Dehgoies I knew wouldn’t have played those games with someone he was courting, much less his wife. Your first wife seemed to think you were a good husband...when you weren’t off gassing your own kind, that is.”
Prodding him with a foot, he sighed then, hands on his hips.
“Enough. Just looking at you is making me tired.” He glanced around the green tile room, the splashes of bloody water on the walls and floor. “For your touching display of loyalty to Alyson’s childhood friends, you have sustained a break.”
Stepping back, he wiped his hands on his pants, grinning at him.
“I’d like to reward you, though. Your humans, too...once I’ve washed the shit smell off me from you. So expect another visit today, all right, brother?”
Without another word, he walked to the mirrored wall.
Touching a panel, he disappeared through the opening that formed in the organic metal.
Once the hole melted shut, Revik slumped to the floor. He pressed his mouth to the wet tile, trying to inhale blood-tasting water, but the floor sloped in the wrong direction, leaving it slick but almost dry. The attempt only frustrated him, made his thirst desperate.
Jon’s voice came at him jaggedly from the nearer cage.
“Revik.” His English was hoarse. “Revik! Listen to me, goddamn it.”
Revik turned, fighting his eyes clear, his voice. “What, Jon?”
“Keep pushing him like that and he’s going to kill you. Stop it, alright? Just stop! I mean it, man...stop.”
“Yeah.” Cass’s voice slurred. “Stop it.”
Revik said, “It’s okay. We’re fine, Jon...Cass.”
“Don’t give me that shit!” Jon said. “You can’t go suicidal on us, man! You can’t! We need you...”
“We’re okay,” Revik repeated. “We’re okay, Jon...”
He lay there, willing his mind blank, wishing more than anything he could go back to where Allie slept. She didn’t always find him. There were gaps that went for days. Eventually she’d stop looking. At the thought, pain blinded him briefly. He rolled over onto his stomach.
His eyes closed when Jon’s voice jerked them open again.
“God.” Jon stared at him, eyes hollow. He licked his lips, staring still, as if examining the damage. “Thanks...okay?” He clutched a bar with his mutilated hand, twisting on the metal. “Thanks. I mean it. Just take it easy. Don’t provoke him any more. Don’t let him kill you. We need you, man. We need you...”
“We’re okay...”
“Are you listening to me?”
Revik acknowledged the human’s words with a nod, then let his head slump to the tile. He promptly fell unconscious.
 

 
Revik! Wake up! Come back...come back to me!
He reached for her with his light. Fire shot into his neck, gritting his teeth.
“Dehgoies.”
A different voice.
“Dehgoies Revik?”
He tried to lift his head. His tongue had dried into his mouth. He couldn’t swallow. His temples pounded. He tried to clear his eyes, watching as a man placed a chair more than a body length from where he lay on the tile. Middle-aged with dark skin. Likely a seer from his physical appearance and the expression in his eyes.
His human-based ethnicity was closer to Indian than Eastern European or Chinese. He wore his wood-brown hair wound into a clip, and clothing reminiscent of Terian in the 1940s.
Revik focused on his own hands, feeling his pulse rise.
“What shall I call you?” the new body said.
Revik glanced at the far wall, saw that the cages that normally housed Cass and Jon were empty. Feeling his breath shorten, Revik tried not to let his panic show on his face. The new body regained its feet, walking closer to where Revik lay. Revik recoiled, but the seer only set something on the floor, within reach of his hands.
It was a glass of water.
The body returned to its chair, sat.
Revik stared at the water...but only for an instant.
Throwing his upper body forward, he reached for the glass, pulling the container closer with his fingers. He sniffed it...and ducked his head before he could come to anything conclusive, tilting the glass to his mouth as he sucked the liquid down greedily. When it was empty, he licked condensation off the sides.
He was still pressing the cold glass to his face when the body regained its feet and strolled closer to Revik once more, plucking the empty glass out of his hands. Revik watched in disbelief as the body carried the glass to the spigot on the wall, using the thin, high-pressure hose to fill it again. When the seer walked back, he placed the new glass on the same section of floor.
He stood there, watching Revik drink.
“You never answered me about the name,” the seer said. “Is it Revik now? Rolf? What does your new wife call you?”
“Dehgoies.” Revik tilted the glass for the last swallow, then pushed it carefully toward the other’s feet. “Where are Jon and Cass?” His voice was thick, but he could speak again.
The seer smiled. “Would you like another?”
“Yes,” Revik said. “Where’s Jon? Cass?”
The body bent for the glass. Walking back to the spigot, he replied,
“Cassandra required medical treatment.” He refilled the glass and walked back, setting it on the floor. “And I wanted to talk to you alone, Dehgoies.”
“You’re Terian?” Revik brought the glass closer, lowering his mouth to the cool liquid. He’d never tasted anything so good.
He drank with eyes closed, slower this time.
The body smiled. “Terian. Well, that’s an interesting question, Dehgoies. Yes, I am Terian.” He paused, watching Revik drink. He said, quieter, “Jon is right. You are pushing the drone too far, old friend. I can only control him so much...”
Revik laughed. He didn’t lose a drop of water.
Watching him, Terian clicked mildly.
“Must I put you on suicide watch again?” He watched Revik gulp down more water. “Relax, my friend. Slow...I will not take it.”
Revik tilted his head, finishing off the last of the water. He used his lips to take the condensation, cooling his face.
“You don’t look very well yourself,” Terian observed. “And yet, you still haven’t met the worst of my personas, Dehgoies. Trust me when I tell you, the Terian I’ve been using to interrogate you is a petulant child compared to the ones I have for less...delicate exercises. I call him Terian-6. I am Terian-2.” He spread his hands. “It simplifies things.”
Revik made his face expressionless.
“Are you willing to talk to me?” Terian said.
“Sure.” Revik set down the glass. “Can I have more?”
The body made a line in the air with one finger, a seer’s “no.” He added, “You obviously don’t trust me to not kick it over or make you piss in it...so I will pace your consumption for you. You don’t seem to believe me that you’ll get sick if I don’t.” 
He folded his hands, tilting his head as he continued to examine Revik. His handsome face appeared greenish in the overhead light.
“You present us with an interesting puzzle, Dehgoies,” he said finally. “You see, I do not wish for anyone to know you continue to exist on this plane. So I am unable to utilize the Barrier the way I would normally. Inducement wires would be tricky, at best...”
The seer ticked off the list with his fingers.
“...Drugs must be avoided for the same reason. I do not want to kill you...and I would prefer you with limbs and organs intact. If I scan you outright, you will fight me, whether you mean to or not. If I scan deeply enough, there is a very good chance the telepathic restraint will kill you. Or destroy your mind, and I do not wish for that either. I obviously cannot deactivate the restraint.” Terian-2 spread his hands wider apart, smiling. “Truly? I wish I had my friend Dehgoies to ask. He was always so very good at puzzles of this kind.”
Revik kept the irritation off his face.
Terian-2 added, “You always had a bit of a dark twist in your methods, Revi’. I wonder now, was that from the wars, also? Did your creativity blossom questioning French prisoners? Or was it the Nazis themselves who sparked this in you?”
Revik stared at his thin hands clasped on the floor.
He could feel something trying to get at him, a pale, silvery thread, hovering over his light. Paranoia bit at the edges of his mind, a vague memory of being lost, of being broken. Worse than that, he felt the buttons the seer was trying to push, a flicker of pleasure that tried to insinuate itself, to flex into parts of him that lay dormant but unlocked. Memories tried to coalesce, to remind him of other things he’d been good at, once.
It occurred to him that his sight reflex ought to have kicked in. The collar should have ignited when he flexed his light.
But his mind felt relaxed.
Too relaxed.
He stared at the empty glass.
“Yes. Well. I did say drugs should be avoided, Revi’,” Terian-2 said apologetically. “...Not eliminated altogether. They must be handled with care, of course. You always did have that odd tolerance.” Terian-2 studied him as though he were an insect climbing wet tile. “It may help you to remember, you know. That would be good for you, yes? Less confusing?”
Revik’s fingers tightened on the glass.
“You see, I have a theory,” Terian-2 said. “I think that you have been remembering for some time, Revi’. I am curious to see how much of you is awake ahead of your conscious mind.” He watched Revik’s eyes. “I also truly do believe you have the succession order, my friend. Or perhaps you did something with it, yes? Something you forgot?”
When Revik continued to stare at the glass, Terian sighed, clicking.
“I confess, I still find it very difficult to read you. Even now, when you are ostensibly under my power, I feel I know you less, not more.” His dark lips thinned as he studied Revik’s face. “Some of this is act, yes. But not all. You hide behind a veneer of obedience. Obedience to Galaith, to me, to the Seven...your Ancestors. It does make me wonder what lies beneath.”
Internally, Revik rolled his eyes.
Smiling, Terian lit an expensive-smelling hiri stick, exhaling a cloud of sweet-smelling smoke. Revik’s hunger worsened.
“I suppose I understand,” Terian said. “...In part, at least. The way you were raised, you would have had plenty of practice in both lying and submission.” He bit gently on the end of the hiri, sucking resin. “And yet, in all of these months, I find it astonishing that I have yet to see a response from you that did not feel amazingly well-scripted. I believe all of this actually bores you on some level, am I right?”
Revik stared at his hands.
When the silence stretched, he gave a sort of barking laugh.
Terian smiled, settling his weight back in his chair. “If you do not wish to speak of the succession order, perhaps we can speak of other things. Tell me about Elise, Rolf.” He ashed the hiri. “How did you come to marry a human? How did you come to be in Germany at all?”
Revik’s mind remained lax. Images seeped through cracks. Her dead eyes grew into her living ones, smiling at him, laughing as she waded through blue-green grass, trailing dark hair. He caught her fingers, then the rest of her, and it was familiar, so familiar...but deadened somehow, far away. She was taking off his clothes before he’d caught his breath, asking him, and he lay on her, could barely hold it once he was inside.
Time rushed forward. He was older, bigger. She looked small to him now.
She blindfolded him, taking him into her studio. A wall of their house, painted with the sword and sun...
Everything went dark.
When he opened his eyes, he lay on the cold tile, naked, shaking with pain.
Tears poured down his face. He didn’t know where he was. He felt Terian with him briefly, his friend, laying an arm on his shoulder, laughing as he told another story about that hooker he’d loved in Paris...
Terian-2 clapped his hands. “Wake up, Revi’! Wake!”
He opened his eyes. He heard her voice, but too far away this time; he couldn’t make out her words. Walls dripped like liquid mercury around him. He was afraid he’d get some in his mouth, but he was so thirsty still, he almost didn’t care.
Terian set down a new glass of water. He stood, watching Revik drink. Revik calculated the length of his arms, the range of motion provided by the chain. 
He mapped out every centimeter, every millimeter...
“...like Alyson?”
Revik opened his eyes. He blinked. “What?”
“Elise, Revi’. Do you remember?”
“She slept with him,” Revik managed. “Had his child.”
The light evaporated. He dug frantically in the dark, his fingers broken and bleeding. He was starving to death slowly, so thirsty he can’t swallow. Laughter came from outside the iron door, a shock of light after the lock screeched from the wall. Merenje opened the door, drunk, stumbling at the top of the stairs. He had a woman with him, her eyes were green—
“Want to play with an ice-blood, girl? A real one?”
Revik yanked on the chain, yanked, and his wrists bled...
Terian slapped him, hard. “Who did you report to, Revi’? In those years?”
Revik saw a black swastika on a white circle, blood red behind. Bodies piled in pits, like bleached white dolls. Out of bullets. He was out of bullets. They wanted him to beat them to death now, hit them with gun stocks in the back of the head, rocks, run them over with panzers. Memories slithered forward. She ran through the field, trailing dark hair. Brown eyes laughing, teasing him to follow, to chase her.
Leaning down, Revik sank his teeth into his own wrist, holding the vein right where his canines would pop it.
He rolled his eyes up, fixed his stare on Terian.
The Sark chuckled. “You would not.”
Revik bit down, hard.
Blood squirted into his mouth. He was hungry, so fucking hungry. He drank his own blood, feeling sick, strangely relieved. It would be over now. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the seer rise, saw his mouth move just before everything started to gray.
 

 
His eyes opened. Time passed, or not.
He couldn’t move his head. He tried to lift it, then his arms. Terian squatted beside him, his yellow eyes calm.
“You will remember more now, Revi’,” he said. “I can’t say I envy you, when you do...but perhaps you will feel free again, yes?”
Revik saw a tube running down, dripping liquid, mingling with his blood.
Something squirmed on his neck and throat. Something alive.
He remembered Allie feeding him light, curled up in his arms when he first woke up in that bed in Seattle. Pain hit him, worsening as he wondered why he hadn’t kept her there, why he let himself fall back asleep, why he hadn’t followed her when she left the room. He remembered her fingers as she sketched, her jade green eyes concentrated...telling him she wanted to go after Galaith, the light in her eyes dying when he said he wouldn’t help her.
Terian was right. Gods, Terry was right.
Why hadn’t he asked her? Why hadn’t he asked her, in all of that time?
A rusted metal building loomed over him, standing alone in the middle of a field. He looked up, and saw windows smashing outwards, glass shattering, pulverized to the consistency of sand. He heard his own voice, laughing into the sky, laughing, imagining that fucker Stami’s face if he saw him now. If he saw...
Cass sat near him, chained to the wall. Giant insects crawled by her feet, touching her skin with softly probing antennae.
“Cass,” Revik managed. “Don’t move. Be careful...”
She grinned. Hey, big guy. You want one?
Raising her foot, she smashed the hard brown shell of a fist-sized beetle with her bare heel. She picked it up, stuffed the whole thing in her mouth, crunching noisily.
He watched her, feeling sick, faintly envious. Hunger tugged at the edges of his light, making his head sink lower, making it feel as heavy as metal.
“They gave me too much,” Revik told her.
It’s the wire, brother, she told him. The wire on your neck...
Cass laughed, her mouth full of jointed legs. She flattened another insect, popped that one in her mouth, too. Jon stood over her, making chopping motions in the air with his hands. He wore a robe like the monks wore back home. Revik got dizzy, watching his flailing arms.
Stop screwing around, Jon told him. Clock’s ticking, man...
“...Do not misunderstand me,” Terian-2 was saying. “Over the years, I have found it patently not useful to judge the contradictory natures that arise within myself. Where they occur, I simply create a new vessel in which to house them.” He leaned closer, clasping lizard-like hands. His tongue darted out, wetting his lips, and Revik recoiled. “...You can see the symmetry behind this, can you not, my friend?” Terian’s teeth lengthened. “All parts culminating in their most authentic expression? There is no need for repression, Nenzi. No need to hold back any desires housed in the darker corners of your attic...”
Revik swallowed, staring up at him. “I’m really fucking hungry,” he said. “Can I have some food?”
Terian laughed. “Now that...that sounded like my friend! Is it possible I am reaching him at last? No, no...do not sleep. You have slept enough, Revi’...”
Revik glanced at Jon. “Do you believe this guy?”
Jon laughed. Him? What about you, man? He’s right, you know. You can’t just spend the rest of your life asleep...
“What choice do I have, Jon?”
You need to get laid, man. I mean bad. I hope Allie’s been exercising.
“Gods.” Pain clenched in his chest “Don’t talk about her like that. She’s my wife, Jon.” Blood darkened the water by his hands.
Someone slapped his face, disorienting him.
“Why were you in Germany, Rolf?”
Revik fought to see, couldn’t. His eyes were light, just light...he couldn’t see past it. Terian flicked his fingers impatiently. “Yes?” He tilted his head, as if listening. “You killed some humans? Really? Well, I ask you...so what? How many millions of seers have died at human hands, Revi’?” He leaned closer. “Tell me. Do you really care, even now? Or is this an act, too?”
Revik looked at Cass. “I care, Cass. I do care...”
I know you do, big guy. That’s why you’re talking to me. She grinned, making the crazy symbol by her head. Better than remembering that shit...right? Maybe you were right to wait with Allie. She’s going to rip it open, you know. She can’t help herself...
Revik pressed his face to the floor. The cold tile felt good.
He was ravenous, so hungry he couldn’t think straight, couldn’t make himself want to. When he glanced up, Jon was throwing pieces of meat in the air, catching them in his teeth. He worried each one before he swallowed them, flecking the green walls with blood and Revik felt himself getting hard, watching him. He stared at his fingers, broken and bleeding, digging in mud.
He was almost there. He could see daylight...
Terian’s eyes were dead, burnt glass. “You see,” he said. “I am becoming increasingly certain it wasn’t by accident that Galaith and I stumbled upon you in Germany like we did, Rolf. Nor a coincidence that you exactly fit our most desired recruitment profile. Estranged from family, few friends, no strong political beliefs, willing to kill humans...willing to follow questionable means for morally justifying ends. You could have guessed we’d concentrate our initial efforts in the Reich...”
Terian smiled, waggling a finger at him.
“You always were the clever one, Rolf. Were you Vash’s man, all along? Were you, Nenz?”
“Why do you keep calling me that?” he managed.
“Do I need to bring her here for real? To get you to talk? I seem to recall you were at your most malleable when you thought I had your wife in custody, too...”
Revik saw her then, and his heart clenched until he couldn’t breathe. Allie watched him from where she lay twisted on the floor, her neck broken. Her green eyes stared at his, dead-looking, a smoky gray.
He let out a groan, reaching for her. “No. Gods...please.”
“So when did their plans go wrong, Rolf? Was it when we killed Elise?” Terian leaned closer, his amber eyes hard. “Did you blame the Seven for that, too? But that was your fault, wasn’t it, Rolf? Dragging a vulnerable human into the middle of your very dangerous game? A bit arrogant, yes?”
Revik tried to concentrate on his words, couldn’t. “Give me food. Please.”
“Will you talk to me, if I do?”
His sickness worsened. “Yes.” He fought tears. “Just don’t hurt her. Please.”
Terian regained his feet. Revik clutched the empty water glass to his chest. When he was younger he could size someone’s range and limbs in a single look. Back then, he’d always known what space his body possessed, what he could do in that space, limitations, strengths, possible weapons...in case anything bad happened, which it frequently did. 
Terian reached down, leaning over him.
Revik waited until the seer started to tug the empty glass from his fingers.
...and caught his wrist.
He whipped his legs around, smashing them into the back of Terian’s calves. Throwing his torso backwards as far as the chain allowed, he yanked him forcibly to the floor.
His other hand shattered the glass.
The seer fell on him. Revik rolled, half-pinning the Indian seer under his chest. Working his fingers quickly into strands of his hair, he jerked the head back. The Sark’s eyes showed white.
“Rolf, no! This won’t help you...!”
Revik ground the shard of glass into the seer’s throat.
A thin spray of blood hit him in the face. Sliding the glass in as far as he could, he gasped, crying out, seeing himself covered in blood and fresh wounds and scars, naked, bearded, in a hundred mirrors. He tore through muscle, veins and skin, then ripped the shard out. Blood sprayed upwards in a hot arc. The white throat pulsed, pouring thick fluid.
Revik stared down, watching, feeling his mind clear as...
The seer’s eyes gradually lost light. 
Gradually, the blood pumped more slowly from the jagged hole in his throat. Revik continued to stare down, but the seer felt dead. He smelled dead.
Realizing he wore more than a collar, that it wasn’t only drugs affecting his mind, he ripped the inducement wire from around his own throat. He stared down at the twisting, organic coil once he had, then flung it to the ground, looking in the room’s corners.
Gasping, he fought to clear his head, to think.
Jon wasn’t there. Neither was Cass. All he saw was his own reflection, replicated over and over. This might be more inducement dream, too.
If not, he had minutes, maybe seconds.
Flipping to his side, he brought the back of his neck down to his hands, fumbled his fingers over the length of the organic-metal collar he still wore. It took him a few tries to activate the thumbnail switch. By the time he got it open he felt light-headed.
He thought he heard a noise in the outside corridor and grabbed the dead seer’s hair. He flipped back to his side, turning on the slick tile, angling the body’s face towards the back of his neck, trying to align it with the retinal scanner.
Nothing happened.
Revik craned over his shoulder, saw the corpse’s eyelids half-open, smeared with blood. He picked up a smaller shard of glass, slicing his fingers as he fumbled with it. He used the edge to shave off the body’s eyelids, careful to not puncture the eye, wiping blood off each iris. The lids kept slipping from his fingers but he got most of it, prayed it was enough.
Shifting to his side again, he struggled to grip the blood-soaked hair, to hold the eyes in position. Dread, adrenaline and fear nearly made him black out.
He wrenched the head back, then fought to concentrate, crying out when it tripped the collar’s anti-sight mechanism enough to cause a jolt of pain. He nearly let the body drop.
He felt the click as much as heard it.
The prongs retracted, receding from his neck in one smooth pull. Gasping, he raised his head. The old reflex kicked in and that time it felt so good he groaned aloud. 
Without waiting, he focused on the chains. He already knew they were tied into the organics of the room. He looked for the right organic being...he remembered doing this before, as well, although he hadn’t done it in years. Within a few seconds, the being had stopped listening to the artificial intelligence that normally directed it, and was listening to Revik instead.
He heard footsteps. They sounded real this time.
Regaining his thread with the organics, Revik tried to talk to the damned thing, to coax the living metal to open. He was breathing in so much oxygen he nearly passed out.
His vision cleared as an opening morphed in the wall, revealing a man with long, auburn hair. Terian-6 paused, seemed to take in the entirety of the scene—Revik contorted and cuffed to the floor, the dead body lying in a pool of blood behind him.
“Oh, Revi’...”
Terian-6 held the edges of the opening, his liquid eyes shining. “You have no idea how much fun I’m going to have with you.” He finished entering the room and Revik jerked back, startled when his arms moved with the rest of him.
He looked down. The chains lay open on the floor.
Terian-6 halted. He stared at Revik’s hands, his muscular body suddenly tense.
“Revi’...” he said warningly.
Revik threw himself at the seer, using the water on the tile floor to slide across the meters between them. He saw Terian fumble for a pocket, moving frantically so that he jerked his elbow into the wall. Their bodies collided just before they slammed into the green organic surface together.
There was a loud crack as they hit, but Revik didn’t stop grappling for the seer’s neck. Grasping hold of his throat, he slammed Terian-6’s head against the glass, then again...and again, until the light eyes glazed.
He didn’t realize the glass shard remained clutched in his hand until blood seeped through his fingers from the seer’s throat.
Revik reached for the pocket the seer had been groping for, ripped a serrated knife from the cloth jacket. Without a pause, he flipped it open, plunged it into the seer’s chest to the hilt and cut downwards, sawing like he was dressing meat. Hitting bone, he pulled it out and stabbed him again, going deeper into the chest cavity. He did it again.
And again...until he felt the shift in the other seer’s light.
Revik held the dead weight against the glass wall, staring at its face.
Hesitating, staring between the Sark’s eyes, he flipped the knife in his hand, letting the body slide down the wall to the floor before he knelt over it again, taking steps to ensure it wouldn’t come back.
It wasn’t until he’d severed the head from the neck that he felt the urgency and adrenaline in his limbs begin to abate.
He looked at the mutilated body, feeling light-headed. Ripping the deactivated collar from his neck, he leaned on the glass wall.
He couldn’t pass out...couldn’t.
He felt light again, his and others...a flood of presence so near and warm it shocked him, brought tears to his eyes. For a long moment, he let it hold him, trying to pull himself out of the dark, to feel something different.
Slowly, he felt himself grow almost calm.
There would be more bodies. Terian built redundancy after redundancy into every system he created. There would be more. Maybe a lot more.
He remembered Jon and Cass then, and dragged himself up the wall to his feet.
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RESPITE
 
 
Revik limped down a narrow, military-green corridor. He felt a larger room at its end. Naked, he still had only the knife he’d gotten off Terian-6 and the drone’s belt wrapped around his knuckles. Hitting the panel to open the second set of doors, he slid behind the wall before peering out, using his sight to glance lightly over the room’s landscape.
His head felt clearer with the wire gone. 
He was pretty sure he wasn’t all right, though. He could still feel something else, drugs probably, clouding his mind. Now, with the sight-restraint collar off his neck, and having left the green tile room that shielded his light, the drugs fought to take him out of his body, to make him too visible in the Barrier. He fought it, fought his mind back into reasonably straight lines, fought to stay in his body, took a breath.
Stretching out his light, he located a weapons locker, looking obsessively in the background for other seers, for any ripple or touch from the Barrier. His light detected a few more bodies behind glass or maybe embedded in the organic wall.
Once fully in the Barrier, he can tell his sight is still blurred from the drug.
He feels strangely alone.
Even so, he knows his scan is only long subjectively.
He clicked out as the door to the next room finished opening, and found himself staring at what looked like an enormous fish tank hanging from steel and organic cables in the ceiling. Hookups for at least three living beings floated in the jelly-like liquid, but only one had an actual body attached to it. Revik focused on the man floating inside, felt his heart stop as it occurred to him it might be Jon.
But it wasn’t Jon. He studied the man’s features. He didn’t recognize him, but he was young, in good shape, handsome. It must be another Terian. He looked at the other three hookups. One seemed to be rigged for a body the size of a dwarf.
Or a child, perhaps.
The thought sickened him a little, but even that was muted by the drug.
He didn’t flinch until the remaining body moved in the tank, opening its eyes to stare at him. Gritting his teeth, Revik walked around the transparent window until he found the control panel. Using his sight to discern keystrokes...then to speak to the organics...he gained access to the main computer. He turned off all of the functions supporting life support he could find.
When he looked back at the tank, the tubes leading into the suspended body were no longer pumping liquid.
It took a few seconds for the man in the tank to comprehend the change.
Then Revik watched him start to suffocate. He banged on the plexiglas...sharp at first, almost a demand. Then he thrashed, screamed, beating against the transparent wall.
Revik felt sick, wondered if he should try to break it, to snap the creature’s neck. He could feel more of them now, somewhere.
But no other seers. Terian didn’t seem to have housed anyone here but himself. Before he could confirm this by looking physically, a voice nearly made Revik jump out of his skin. He slammed his back into the plexiglas tank, hard enough to hurt himself in his effort to get away.
“Jon! Look! Look!”
Revik fell into a half-crouch, wishing he’d started with weapons.
Unable to comprehend at first what he was seeing, unable to get over the fact that they could have shot him if they’d been armed, he didn’t move at first, fighting to get his equilibrium back.
He found them then, with his sight.
Still, he couldn’t make himself relax.
He crossed the room, knelt down in front of the low cages he hadn’t seen buried in a military gray wall. He peered inside, confirming with his eyes what he’d already felt with his sight.
“Revik! Holy shit!” Jon banged on the hard plastic of the kennel. “You got out! How’d you get out, man?”
Revik barely heard.
He jumped into the Barrier the second he verified their appearance.
...and now he is lost there, scanning their light...something he hasn’t been able to do since he got here. He studies every structure and segment in their aleimi. He works carefully, risks going deep, needing to be sure. He checks it twice, then rechecks it. After a few moments, he feels his shoulders begin to unclench for real.
He checks each of them again, just to be thorough. No threads are leaving them into the Barrier, no sign or flavor of the Pyramid, the Dreng, Terian. Nothing lives in their light but themselves, their ties to him and each other, their ties to Allie and their other friends and family...everything dampened by the overall fog of this place. He checks them again, going over every inch of their aleimi a last time.
Then, he lets himself smile.
Clicking out, he met Jon’s hazel eyes.
“It is you,” he said.
“Well, yeah. Who did you think it was?” Jon grinned at him, though, banging on the glass. “Come on, man! Get us out!”
Revik glanced at Cass. She clutched the transparent wall of her four-by-six box, staring up at him. Her splayed fingers reminded him of a tree frog in a glass aquarium, especially with her wide eyes in a too-thin face. A mixture of fear, hope and another emotion he couldn’t identify shone from her eyes.
Revik barely hesitated, then rose to his feet.
Crossing the room, he opened the weapons’ locker, where he found four custom Berettas M9s with organics, a Steyr TMP, and six SCAR-H fully automatic rifles. Stacks of magazines for all of the weapons filled metal shelves above and below the main locker, which had hooks on the back wall for the handguns and slots for the rifles. 
Grabbing one of the Berettas off the wall, Revik loaded a full magazine of 9mm shells, chambered a bullet, and walked back to the cages. He motioned Cass back first.
“More,” he said, until her back was pressed to the wall. “Cover your face.”
The mixture of relief and fear and...gratitude, he realized...returned to her gaunt face.
“Did you kill him?” Her voice was muffled, but raw.
He nodded, barely meeting her gaze.
Raising his arm, he aimed the gun at the lock, and fired.
 

 
Less than an hour later, Revik sat at a desk chair over a flat computer console, chewing on a piece of canned meat with his back molars and thinking he’d never tasted anything so sharp, salty, tangy...and just so damned good in his entire life.
He exchanged grins with the two people sitting across from him, who were chewing with equal enthusiasm from separate containers.
While Jon and Revik hunted down the remainder of the bodies and deactivated their stasis chambers, Cass had found them food...and clothing. With the dozen or so different bodies, there had been more of both than they possibly could use.
Extending a filthy arm in a designer wool shirt, Revik pointed at a juice carton sitting on the table next to Jon, making an unintelligible noise. Jon threw him the carton, laughing when Revik missed and it went spinning to the floor. Scooping it up, he ripped the paper open with his teeth and drank deeply, washing down the meat and belching.
“What is it you said?” he gasped. “Holy fucking God...that’s good.”
Cass laughed, shaking her long, black hair with the dyed, bright red ends. It was still thick with sweat, blood, water...gods knew what else. Both Jon and Revik had beards. Jon’s red-blond hair fell past his shoulders, still streaked with black and green at the ends.
“So why are we still here, man?” Jon said. He propped up his bare feet, wearing pants from one of the Terian bodies. He was so thin they bunched up baggily around his waist, held there by an expensive-looking leather belt.
Revik took another long pull of the juice. He motioned at the console.
“We need to figure out where we are.” He belched again. “...Find a shower, maybe. But not here.”
 Jon laughed, shaking his head. “What’s wrong with my plan?”
“What’s your plan?”
“Getting the hell out of here now...walking out. Now.”
Revik motioned towards the metal ladder built into one wall, and the round, submarine-looking hatch that stood at its top.
“Be my guest,” he said. “You might want a jacket, though.”
Hearing this last, Cass frowned.
Before Jon could move, she dragged herself to her feet, and crossed the room to the green metal ladder and its circular cage. She climbed up it with her bare feet, dwarfed in a dark sweatshirt and a pair of jeans left by one of the female bodies. Revik watched her carefully. She had barely spoken since he’d gotten her out of that cage, but she felt open to him still, strangely clear in her mind. Clicking out, he was still watching when she reached the top of the ladder and twisted the locking mechanism counter-clockwise to open it.
“Careful,” Revik warned. “Hold on to the rungs.”
She opened the door. Immediately, sound filled the metal chamber. Bits of white were blown in through the open portal. Wind echoed down, filling the small space, beating against the walls, penetrating Revik’s clothes.
“Jesus.” Jon stared up as Cass yanked the metal door shut, spinning the wheel to close it. “Where are we? The North Pole?”
“The North Pole is water, Jon,” Revik reminded him.
“That’s not what I—”
“My guess would be Russia,” Revik added, stretching his arms. “Maybe the mountains in Norway...or Asia. Could even be Greenland, but that’s a bit much, even for Terry.” He grunted. “I don’t think he’d risk the Himalayas...even in winter. But there are many places to hide on the southern border of China.”
Jon looked at him. “You could feel that out there? The snow, I mean? You knew what it was like?”
Revik shrugged. He stuffed another piece of meat into his mouth, chewing. Both humans were staring at him now.
“So what do we do?” Jon said.
Revik hesitated. He’d thought about that, too, but he doubted the humans were going to like what he’d come up with. “We have to walk, Jon. But we’ll need to gear up. And we might have to go the long way, in case Terry’s sent for reinforcements already. Cass found us heavy jackets...and boots. You’ll both need guns. At least two...and a rifle, if you can carry all that. We need to leave within the hour. Less, if you think the two of you can be ready.”
Cass nodded in agreement, returning from where she’d finished descending the ladder. She sat cross-legged on the floor and began to eat again, silent.
Revik checked her mind. He clicked out seconds later, exhaled.
“We’ll need water,” he added, turning to Jon. “As much as we can carry. And food, of course.”
Cass looked up at them suddenly. Her eyes widened, grew bright...as if a light had just gone off somewhere in her head. Revik didn’t read her, but both men watched as she got to her feet and crossed the small space. She opened one of the lockers she’d explored earlier, began rifling through the back of it. Revik took another drink of juice, still watching her warily.
She turned then, jingling something in her hand.
When they only stared, she jangled the metal harder. Revik’s eyes snapped into focus. In her hand dangled a set of keys, clearly fitted for some kind of vehicle.
“Shotgun,” Cass said, grinning.
It was the first time Revik had seen her smile since watching her and Allie together in that diner in San Francisco.
Meeting her gaze, Revik grinned back.
 

 
Candar was a poor city, even smaller than its sister city of Mestia in Upper Svanetia, the higher half of the Svaneti region in the country of Stalin’s birth.
Georgia is smaller than most people imagine, at the southernmost tip of what had been, once upon a time, the Soviet Union, and closer to Tehran than Moscow. In the winter, like now, the Caucasus Mountains were buried in snow and ice, more so since the climate started changing and increased the average snowfall across most of Asia, at least in the past few centuries.
Historically speaking, the town of Candor was also new, grown up from the slave trade between Asia and Europe that erupted after the second world war.
Trade in young seers remained the town’s only real industry.
Sight slavery was, of course, legal in Georgia.
Ironically, the dearth of visiting free seers made it easy to slip past racial checkpoints unnoticed, even in the heightened paranoia caused by rumors of a telekinetic seer terrorist.
No one expected a free seer to walk into Candor willingly.
At present, Allie was supposedly training seers in India, readying her nascent army to wage war on the United States and China. While no one in Candar was overly fond of the governments of either place, purges had occurred there as elsewhere, in reaction to the news of a telekinetic seer in their midst. Bids on her blood and any genetic “samples” were whispered on the sidelines, too, of course, but Sark settlements in places like this were work camps, or else holding pens...and recruiting grounds for the Rooks.
They wouldn’t get any real bounty hunters sniffing here.
Revik was able to think through this much just from his own knowledge of the area combined with what they heard on the live news feeds. The snowmobile was fitted with organics like their prison had been, in this case to give it satellite capability. Even so, the weather interfered at times, and he avoided any feeds with two-way capability, which meant most of the majors as they tended to cull demographics for ads.
Jon and Cass didn’t look like seers, so that would help. Revik’s blood type would help them fly under the radar, as well.
No one stopped the snowmobile as they approached the town.
At the registration checkpoint, the guards seemed bored. Dirty, horny and bored. They only noticed Cass with any real interest. They wanted to know race-cat, local contact, settlement preference...the usual for clan-based systems. Revik knew they’d bother him less if he was specific, so after giving them all the ID info they asked for, he told them he wanted the 4th, nearest Multe markets, hoping they hadn’t burned down in any recent riots.
They hadn’t. The human took their blood on the spot, and Revik waited, the snowcat’s engine still on, while they ran it.
In the pause, he assessed his two charges, who still looked dazed and dirty, which luckily wasn’t unusual up here. Their condition couldn’t have been helped by staring at nothing but snow for two days straight. It occurred to him how thin all three of them really were. The same thing seemed to have occurred to Cass, who had wrapped her face and neck in a thick scarf just before Revik rolled down the window to speak to the guard.
Thinking about this, he smiled at her again. For a human, she wasn’t stupid. Neither was Jon, for that matter, who kept his hand by his gun the whole time the guards were gone, his hazel eyes alert even through their fatigue.
The guard returned. He motioned towards Revik’s arm.
When Revik held it out, the man clamped a white wristband around his bony wrist. The guards continued to look bored, and now slightly drunk. Cass and Jon followed Revik’s lead, sticking out their arms. Revik watched them look at the wristbands, dazed, and realized again it was probably the first time they’d ever seen anything like them before.
The guard motioned to Revik again, speaking in heavily accented Russian.
“...You know where to go?” He glanced at Cass.
Revik nodded, giving him a quick three-finger salute in thanks.
He pressed down the clutch, shifting down to first and hitting the gas before the man could ask him anything about Cass’s status. Women got sold here, too, seer and human. He’d rather not make his companions any more paranoid than they already were. As they slid past the entrance to the mountainous town, Revik pointed up at the skyline.
“Mount Shkhara,” he said. “Over 17,000 feet, I think.”
Jon’s eyes didn’t leave the band on his wrist. “You speak Russian?” He glanced up. “Any other languages?”
Revik shrugged. “A few.”
Cass laughed. When Revik looked over at her, she was smiling at him, but her eyes were clear. He returned the smile, shaking his head.
“Are you ready to sleep?” he said.
“Can you sleep?” Cass asked.
“No,” Revik said. He glanced at her, again surprised. He wondered just how much they’d picked up in their months with Terian. “...I can’t,” he said. “Not yet. But you can. I thought we’d get cleaned up and you two could rest while I do some scouting. I’m hoping we can get a small plane here, go to T’bilisi in the morning. We can probably get an international flight from there.”
Cass was staring at him again. “Have you been here before?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
Revik glanced over at them. Jon was looking at him too, waiting for an answer. Revik shifted slightly in the seat.
“Awhile ago,” he said finally. “Seers have photographic memories,” he added. “I’m not unusual in that.”
“So what next?” Jon said. “After that place that sounds like a skin fungus, where do we go?”
Revik had been thinking about that, too.
He knew where he wanted to go, but he also knew he’d be a fool to risk it. He could think of only one other place with constructs close enough and safe enough that he could reach within a reasonable timeframe. Even with that location, there were complications.
“England,” he said finally. “London.”
“London?” Jon stared. “Didn’t you say Allie was probably in Asia by now?”
“Yes.” Revik glanced at the two of them, then sighed, clicking softly under his breath. “There are things I need in London.” Seeing Jon’s frown, he added, reluctant, “...and I don’t want to go straight to Allie.”
“You don’t?” Cass’s voice held genuine surprise. “I thought you’d want to go there first.”
Revik nodded. “I do. It’s just—”
Jon said, “You think we’d be followed?”
Revik glanced at him.
Again...not dumb.
He nodded, shrugging with one hand. “Yes.”
Cass was watching his face. “That’s part of it.” She hesitated. “Is it also because of the stuff Terian said? About you cheating on her or whatever?”
Revik sighed, but felt his body react regardless. Waiting for the nausea to pass, he turned the wheel of the snowcat slowly, navigating around a stone fountain in the middle of the town square. Then he shook his head.
“No,” he said. “...Not exactly.”
“But that was true? You did cheat on her?”
Revik glanced at the human, flinching slightly at the look in her eyes. “Yes.”
Shaking her head, Cass folded her arms. “Figures.”
But Jon looked between them, his eyes holding a faint wonder.
“So you guys really are married, then?” he said. “That wasn’t just Terian being a dick?” 
Revik didn’t answer at first. Feeling both of them looking at him again, he turned, blowing air out from his cheeks.
“Yeah. We’re really married.” Hearing the silence this produced, he glanced over at the two of them again. “Seers are different. It can happen like that.”
“Like what?” Cass said, snorting a little. “Like...overnight?”
“Yes.” He made a more or less gesture with his hand. “Well. What I meant was, before the rest of the mind catches up with it. Ours happened fast. A little too fast for us.” He shrugged with one hand. “Well. For me, anyway.”
She frowned. “Terian said you hadn’t slept with her.”
Revik hesitated, feeling himself tense a little. Then he shrugged again. There wasn’t a lot of point in keeping secrets from the two of them. Not now.
“We haven’t consummated, no.” He glanced at her. “That’s complicated, too, Cass. For seers, I mean.”
She folded her arms, giving him an openly skeptical look.
“So you didn’t want sex with her?” she said. “With Allie?”
“I didn’t say that,” he said, giving her a warning look.
“So what, then? You slept with someone else, so sex isn’t the problem, clearly.” Her frown deepened. “Is marriage more of an arranged thing with seers? Some kind of social contract...like a business thing?”
“No, it’s not a...a business thing.”
“So what’s your issue with Allie?”
He looked at her. “There is no issue, Cass.”
“Is she not your type? Isn’t she pretty enough for you?”
He felt his jaw harden a little. “You are getting too personal for me, Cass. I don’t want to talk about this, all right?”
Anger touched her eyes. Then she exhaled, and he could feel her thinking. Folding her arms tighter, she frowned a little, but nodded.
“Okay. Sorry.”
“It’s fine.”
Jon was looking at him, too, his hazel eyes thoughtful. “You think Terian let us go. To find Allie for him.”
Revik hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. I do.”
Both of them fell silent. Revik saw them exchange glances.
“So we can’t go to her at all?” Cass said.
“We can,” Revik said. “First I need to go somewhere where I can jump safely...see what’s going on with the Rooks...the seers Terian worked for. It’s pretty clear he and Galaith aren’t working together as they used to. I want to know how many people might be looking for us. I also want to talk to the Seven...” He cleared his throat. “...the seers who have Allie. I can’t do that here.” He squinted through snow on the windshield to see the sign for the hotel.
“England could be complicated. I was owned...” He paused, letting that part sink in. “I don’t know if my employers will have my place under surveillance or whether they would turn me in to SCARB. My guess is no...” He glanced at Jon before the human could speak. “...It’s more likely my stuff has been destroyed, my space given to another seer.”
There was a silence. Some of the sharpness left Cass’s light.
“Oh,” she said. “That sucks.”
Revik smiled at her. “Not really.”
“So what would we do then?” Jon said. “If that happened?”
Revik blew air out from between his lips. “I know people in London. People who’d let me use their places to jump. People who would help us.”
“Other seers, you mean.”
“Yes.”
Jon nodded, leaning back in the seat and folding his arms.
“All right,” he said. “London it is, then.”
Jon closed his eyes. Watching him lean on Cass’s shoulder, it occurred to Revik that Jon really thought he had a vote.
In the same moment, Revik wondered if maybe he did.
It took him another few breaths to realize that what he felt for the humans was more than just responsibility for having indirectly gotten them into this. They felt like friends. More than that. They felt like family.
Gazing up at the whitewashed sky, he forced the tense part of him to relax as he thought about the reasons that might be. He thought about Cass’s questions about him and Allie, and realized he already knew why that was.
She was more seer now, he could feel it.
Pushing the thought from his mind, he downshifted in front of the wooden hotel sign hanging from the edge of a steep, slate-tile roof. Bringing the snowmobile to a slow stop where it wouldn’t hang out in the faint outline of road, he stepped on the foot brake, turning the wheel to wedge the tires into a line of rocks.
He turned off the engine. The silence once he had was strangely disorienting. All he could hear was the wind through the thick glass, and the faint squeak of the chain holding the sign from the roof overhead.
“Hey, Revik,” Cass said, watching him pull the keys out of the ignition.
“What, Cass?” he said, not looking over.
“I’m sorry about what I said.”
He glanced at her. She looked timid, lost inside the bundle of blanket and scarf. She touched his arm with her bony hand, and he flinched a little, feeling the emotion behind the gesture.
“I just don’t get it, I guess. You seem like one of the good guys.”
Looking at her, he felt his fingers grip the steering wheel, still holding the keys. He glanced at Jon and saw the male human looking at him, too.
Revik exhaled shortly, rubbing his face with a gloved hand.
“There is nothing to get, Cass,” he said. He met her gaze, his jaw hard once more. “...And I’m not that good.”
Jon spoke up, surprising him.
“Do you love her?” he said.
Revik looked at him. Focusing back down on his hands, he watched the leather crinkle around his fingers. After another moment, he exhaled again.
“I love her,” he said. He nodded, half-surprised he’d said it. “Yes.”
For a long moment, neither of them spoke. When he glanced up next, Cass smiled at him. Jon clapped him on the shoulder with his good hand, shaking him lightly in the same gesture. A faint smile tugged at his lips.
“All right.” He smiled wider, tugging at his shoulder a little harder, to get Revik to look at him. “Come on, man. Let’s find that shower.”
Watching Cass fumble with the door handle, Revik nodded, wiping his face before he turned to do the same.
 



 
27
LONDON
 
 
I aimed my body down a London street, scanning faces.
I took in buildings as well, and the occasional car as we strolled past yet another wooded park, a different park from the one we’d first passed as we’d left the tube station.
I stopped at a newsstand and stared blankly at the morphing feed headlines blaring from a monitor over the stand window. My eyes took in the actual words beats later, which went something like this:
“NEW SYRIMNE KILLS 28 IN PAKISTAN BOMB BLAST! TERRORIST PLOT LINKED TO CHINA!”
Even after months of travel and India, I still commanded the front page.
I read details as they ran out under the headlines. Apparently I was believed dead again, I noted. I was still reading about how I’d died when Maygar came up from behind me and took my arm none too gently in his thick fingers. He led me down a street lined with white houses that looked to me like they’d been torn from the pages of a London storybook. 
Flags from different countries flapped over our heads.
A limo slid by with tinted, bullet-proof glass and small square flags on the front of its hood, too, then another flanked by military police.
It struck me as interesting that Maygar had brought me here, where representatives from at least a dozen countries seemed to have taken up residence, most of whom would pay top dollar to see me collared and stuck in the back of a windowless van.
Still, it was pretty, where we were.
The park flourished in the background, dense with green, filled with strolling men in suits who held the arms of women wearing hats and gloves, giving it a strangely timeless feel. I looked down at my own hands, which were dyed darker than my normal skin tone. My stubby nails made me look like a drug addict, or some kind of street kid. Touching the silver chain necklace I wore around my neck, I shoved those same hands into my pockets.
For the plane ride over, the seers used everything but surgery to disguise my appearance. I flew out of Kolkata wearing facial implants, skin dye, blood patches on all my fingers in the event of a random racial screening, colored contact lenses, a wig, a hat, several scarves. My fingerprints and DNA matched my ident, which was that of an East Indian woman traveling for business with her merchant husband.
My current attempt to blend was a bit more West than East, and consisted of men’s mirrored sunglasses and a hoodie. Pretty low-tech, but surprisingly effective against the street-level facial recognition software employed by cameras that dotted most London public areas.
I still wore the black wig and skin dye, blood patches and contact lenses under the dark shades, but the facial implants had started to hurt, so I took most of them off. Maygar seemed to think we could avoid the higher grade facial-rec stuff as long as we weren’t picked up...and as long as we stayed away from banks and private residencies in the more exclusive areas. 
The Seven employed seers in London who could intercept a breach, as well. 
According to Maygar, they would pick up any flags well in advance of the humans...if not perhaps in advance of the Rooks.
Still, despite all the precautions they insisted upon, most of the Seven’s Guard seemed fairly comfortable with my proposed trip and destination. London remained a Seven town, at least in terms of operational majority.
My clothes were men’s, oversized and shapeless, and I wore tennis shoes, making me look like a punk American tourist. On the other hand, considering the multiple versions of my face now in papers and feeds, I figured it was as good a disguise as any. I glanced at another gabled house with high windows when Maygar thrust a carton of juice into my hand.
“Stop looking up,” he said. “And drink. We’re not far.”
“Have you been here before?”
He grunted. “No, Bridge. Your husband and I were never on ‘dinner guest’ terms. Sadly.”
I focused down another row of attached houses adorned with white pillars. Each one had a main story above the road that stretched up double the usual height, with heavily curtained windows. I found myself thinking about seeing Peter Pan as a kid, in the theater.
“Maybe you got the area wrong,” I said.
“And maybe I didn’t,” Maygar said. “You know who he worked for, don’t you?”
I focused on a bronze lion’s head with a ring in its mouth. It stood on a pole in front of steps leading to an entrance framed by more white pillars and perfect, corkscrew shrubs before a heavy oak door. I saw cameras on both sides of the door, but otherwise, I half-expected Mary Poppins to walk out, singing a song.
“No idea,” I said.
Maygar clicked at me softly. “Bastard didn’t tell you anything.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Do you want me to tell you, Bridge?”
I had to think for a minute. “No.”
He shrugged. I could tell he still wanted to tell me.
“Vash had to approve it,” he said, trying to tantalize me instead. “Dehgoies was still officially in penance, so the work he did remained under scrutiny.” Stopping then, he pointed up the street. “There. That’s the one.”
I swallowed when I saw where his finger pointed.
The corner building dominated half of one street block, also white, but taller than any of those we’d passed. Given the height of the windows, at least one of the eight floors came equipped with 20 foot ceilings. Ionic columns of a similar height supported that floor, with smaller versions of the same on two of the other floors, each with ornate capitals in the shape of four-cornered scrolls. Flags rippled above the main entrance, displaying a distinctly British-looking coat of arms. Small trees decorated the upper balconies, cut in precise shapes.
“He lived there? Seriously?”
“Yes.” Maygar let out a quiet snort. “His employers let him have it for security reasons...and because their main buildings are nearby. The penthouse flat was his. It takes up the entire top floor. The rest is leased out to rich humans and foreign dignitaries.”
I focused on the doorman out front, who stood with clasped gloved hands over a fitted jacket. He bent to open the rear door to a stretch limo that pulled up to the curb, taking a woman’s hand to help her out a few seconds later. Watching as more doormen bustled around to remove packages from the inside and trunk, I swallowed.
“Okay,” I said. “You’d better tell me who he worked for.”
Maygar smiled, his light exuding a warm flicker of triumph. “This building, my dear Bridge, is owned by the British government. Around the corner, on that square we just walked through...which is the famous Belgrave Square, by the way...is the Royal College of Defense Studies. Your husband worked there as an instructor.” He gave an odd kind of laugh, shaking his head. “Dehgoies taught worms how to fight seers.”
I turned slowly, staring at him. “You’re not serious.”
“I am,” Maygar assured me. “From what I understand, his addition to the faculty upped the international student count considerably.” Again he grinned. “His name wasn’t given out, of course. Hell...for all I know, he only taught from VR, using an avatar. He contracted for them on the side, as well...but a good seven months of the year he taught tactical inter-species warfare to rich military brats from all over the world.”
By then we were approaching the high-rise building. I stared up at it, gave a half-laugh.
“Then the big secret is...he was legit? He had a real job?”
“A real job?” Maygar’s mouth hardened from its previous glee. “Bridge, do you have any idea how many seers would have actively tried to kill him if they knew he did this ‘real job?’ If there ever was a blood-traitor job, that was it.”
Grabbing the juice from me, he took a long drink. Once he’d lowered the carton, he gave me another look, humor once more teasing his full lips. 
“...The joke among those of us who knew was that Dags was a worm fucker.” He grinned wider before clarifying, “...that he preferred worms to seers. Given that he married one, and the Kraut daughter of a Nazi General, at that, I don’t think it’s such a stretch, do you?” Tilting his head back to drink more of the juice, he swallowed as he lowered the carton, his eyes still on me. “Come to think of it...he picked a human over you, didn’t he, Bridge?”
“And a seer,” I said.
He grinned. “Yeah. That’s right. But he fucked the human, yes?”
I felt this as a sucker punch to somewhere in the navel region. The irony should have struck me, but it didn’t.
“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, he did.”
Maygar grinned again, clapping me on the shoulder.
“Don’t be so sensitive, Bridge. He’s dead.”
By then we’d reached the front door. The doorman opened for us once Maygar showed his ID, but not before giving me a down-the-nose disapproving look for my attire. A security guard walked us to an art deco elevator and stepped inside after motioning us ahead. Stepping just inside the door, he inserted a key, twisted it sideways, then punched in an access code before pressing the top button labeled ‘Penthouse.’ Watching all this, I felt a little sick.
“Maybe you were right,” I muttered to Maygar.
“About what this time?”
“I’m beginning to think this was a bad idea.”
The security guard gave me a questioning look, but I barely registered it. Did I really want to see where he’d lived? I was pretty sure I’d find out yet more things I didn’t want to know. My stomach continued to hurt the higher we traveled, until I started to wonder what the hell was wrong with me. Maygar apparently wondered the same thing. He nudged me with an elbow.
“You look like you’re going to throw up,” he said out of the side of his mouth. “What is wrong?”
I shook my head, giving him an irritated look.
The elevator let out a soft ping, and the doors slid open. The security guard used gloved fingers to point us down the hall. He smiled at me as we exited, giving me a wink as he hit the button to go back down.
He needn’t have bothered with directions. There was only one door. It had no markings, no identifiers of any kind. A small eye of God stuck out of the ceiling, one of those cameras with a darkened bubble guarding the lens.
“Do we knock?” I whispered it for some reason.
Maygar held up a set of keys, jangling them. “Why?” he said. He bent to the lock, but the door suddenly opened, revealing a small, wiry man in his thirties with a wide face and thinning brown hair. Maygar and I both lurched back in alarm.
The man appeared startled too.
Looking at him, I wondered if they’d rented out the apartment. The man stared between Maygar and me, then focused on me, almost like he knew me.
Hesitantly, I stepped forward.
“We’re friends of Dehgoies Revik,” I said. “He used to live here. We’ve only just now come around to pick up his things. If we’re too late, maybe you could tell us where they’ve been moved...?”
“I know who you are,” the man blurted.
I felt Maygar tense behind me.
Taking a breath, I said, “I don’t think so, Mister...?”
“Eddard,” he said. He stepped out of the doorway, moving almost gracefully. “Please follow me.” When I hesitated, Eddard said, more insistently, “Please...ma’am. Come with me.”
I glanced back at Maygar, who was shaking his head minutely, eyes adamant. When I indicated with my head that we should follow, he shook his head again. When I stepped forward, however, he did the same, only pausing to hold up his hands as if to say, Fine, but this is a terrible idea.
I knew I was being reckless. Neither of us could risk using our sight; the apartment was likely to be under surveillance no matter who this guy was. But, I figured, we could either risk going in now or bolt out and hope they let us leave. With the former I at least had a chance of getting what we’d come for.
So I followed Eddard inside.
When the human got a few paces ahead, Maygar stepped closer, lowering his mouth to my ear.
“We’re in a building owned by the British military,” he murmured. “Following a man who says he knows who you are.”
“It’s going to be okay,” I told him.
“Really? How reassuring.”
“Just trust me. Please, Maygar.”
He looked at me like I had brain damage, but shrugged when I didn’t flinch, falling in step behind me.
I focused so intently on the man in front of us that I barely took in the house itself. Once we’d reached the first staircase, however, I found my eyes pulled off his back, and suddenly I was seeing the high, wood-paneled walls and ceilings, bronze sculptures, paintings and stone floors. Hanging tapestries the size of my apartment floor covered one of the high walls of the main hallway. Faded with age, they looked like they belonged in a museum.
Even the walls had been polished recently. A blanket-sized thankah of that Buddha with the many heads drew my eyes as we passed to the left of the giant marble staircase. Staring at the thankah, then up to the landing below the second floor where I saw another Asian vase, I found myself thinking that maybe these were Revik’s things after all, waiting for auction. I let my eyes travel further up, taking in the domed cupola above the stairs, an oval window with smaller but equally ornate ionic columns ringing it like the bell tower of a cathedral.
Eddard led us into a room with built-in, floor to ceiling walnut bookshelves and worn but expensive-looking leather furniture planted before a marble fireplace. The walls were paneled like the others, but I saw another Asian-looking stand in one corner, a heavy, hand-painted Chinese cabinet and a number of Japanese vases. Olive green drapes as old and expensive-looking as the rest of the furnishings hung beside tall sash windows.
No pictures decorated the room, I noticed...then paused. Well, only one. A small, normal-sized photograph sat on the mantle in a wooden frame.
As I walked towards it, I felt something constrict in my chest.
“Wait here, please,” Eddard said.
“Hey,” Maygar began. “Wait a...”
But Eddard was already closing the double doors, blocking us off from the main hall. Folding his arms, Maygar turned on me.
“Great. This is brilliant, Bridge. He’s probably calling his pals in the Sweeps.”
My eyes remained on the photograph, tracing the lines of an image I knew so well I found it difficult to look at. In it, my father held me in his arms, smiling. He’d already lost weight from the MS, but he looked happy, and strong. 
My mother’s face shone from the other side of the frame, so young it shocked me, and between them, I leaned against my dad’s chest, grinning, one arm clamped around his neck as I played with my mom’s hair. The picture hit me like a punch in the face.
Maygar finally seemed to have noticed. “What?” he said. “What is the matter?” He looked at the mantle over the fireplace, where the picture stood. “What, Bridge?”
“I want to go,” I said.
“Did you feel something?” Wariness sharpened his voice.
“No.” I shook my head, looking away from the photograph.
The doors slammed open. I turned, but couldn’t see past the clouds in my eyes, couldn’t take in the form running at me across the Persian rug. When she finally reached me, she threw herself into my arms, nearly knocking me over, then squeezed me so tightly I couldn’t breathe.
But gods, she was so thin...like a ghost. Even in my shock, I was afraid I might break her.
“Allie!” she shrieked. “Allie! Allie! Allie! Allie! Allie!”
I stood there, feeling like I’d been repeatedly hit in the face. Cass snatched the sunglasses off my eyes, yanked the sweatshirt hood and the wig off my head. When I saw her without obstruction, my heart seized.
I saw Maygar jerk in our direction, unholstering his gun.
“Stop!” he said.
His tone of voice shocked me, jerked my eyes off of her.
“Take your hands off her!” he said. “Now!”
“No!” I held up a hand to him. “No! It’s okay!”
Then I saw my brother in the doorway, and lost my voice.
I barely recognized him. His black and red and blond-dyed hair had grown out in a streaked tangle past his shoulders. His face was paler than I’d ever seen it, his eyes too large, his cheekbones too prominent. One of his hands wore a flesh-colored bandage, but he didn’t look like Cass, who...I turned, staring at the scar that split her face, feeling sick for staring but unable to stop. I wanted to touch it, to see if it was real, when she grinned, shaking my shoulders to get my eyes back to hers.
“Hideous, aren’t I?” She grinned, but I saw a denser pool of sadness there. No, not sadness, a kind of brokenness that disappeared even as I glimpsed it. “Forget that! You’re here! You’re here!” She squeezed me again, jumping up and down.
I hadn’t managed to make my mind emit so much as a single coherent thought, but when she grinned at me, something in me seemed to break. I gripped her, pulling her against me. I held her as tight as I dared, still afraid I would hurt her.
“How are you here?” I managed. “How did you get here? Cass! How are you here?” I clutched her tighter. “Cass...”
“How did we get here?” Cass demanded, shoving me playfully. “We heard you were dead! That you blew up in a bomb! In Pakistan, no less!”
By then, Jon reached me, too, and he pulled me away from Cass, crushing me in his thinner but still strong arms.
“Damn it, Al.” He kissed my face. “I can’t believe it. I’m so glad to see you.” He choked, and when I saw him fighting not to cry, I felt myself do the same, although my mind still hadn’t caught up. I could barely look at him.
“Jon...” I managed. I clutched his shirt. “Where did you come from?”
“Where?” He gave a strange kind of laugh, wiping his eyes. “We finally caught a plane from Istanbul. Revik’s going to freak, you know...like, lose it.”
I froze in his arms, but Jon went on talking, not noticing.
“We had to dig ourselves out of some hole in Georgia...as in Stalin, not banjos.” He let out another strangled laugh. “Since then, he’s been moving us in circles for weeks, worried we would lead them to you, and now you come to us, like some kind of...” Seeing my face, he trailed, as if confused by what he saw. “Your picture was all over the news. We thought you were dead...they said you were dead! Revik’s been talking to Vash since we got here, but no one’s heard from you since they dropped you off in Kolkata...” He wiped his eyes again. “They couldn’t say where you were going...some security thing.”
“Revik?” I managed. “Did you say—”
“Shit.” Jon stared at my face. “I can’t believe you’re here. I’d given up. I really had.”
“Revik?” I repeated.
“Yeah.” Jon did a double-take on my face. “You don’t know! He’s with us, Al. Terian got me and Cass in San Francisco. They brought Revik in a few weeks later. He looked like hell...” Jon gave a humorless laugh. “...Still does, if you want the truth. But he saved our lives...more than once. Of course, he nearly shot us dead, thinking we were more Terian bodies. Terian had him drugged, and we were all a little crazy by then...”
He paused, thinking. His eyes grew puzzled as he looked at me.
“Al,” he said. “You’re not here for us at all, are you?”
Cass laughed. “Who cares? She’s here!” She yanked on my arm. I stared at her again, unable to take my eyes off the scar. I looked at Jon’s bandaged hand. It looked too small.
I reached for it, and he pulled it away, smiling at me wanly.
“Don’t trip, sis. We’re okay.” His eyes remained on me, carrying an odd intensity I didn’t recognize. “And what the heck happened to you?” He held out my arms, looking at me. “Even in that get-up, you look like you should be carrying an uzi. You actually look...taller. What have those crazy seers done to you?”
I couldn’t force out words. I stared between them, feeling like I might pass out. Just then, Maygar seemed to have come to the end of his rope.
“Bridge,” he hissed through his teeth. “Who are these fucking humans? What is going on? If you don’t tell me, I’m going to start shooting people...starting with myself!”
Cass and Jon’s eyes swiveled, taking in the muscular seer who, I realized suddenly, still hovered over me, trying to decide if he should intervene.
Cass spoke first, looking Maygar up and down. She nudged my elbow, giving me a wan smile.
“Who’s the cutie?” she said. “You two-timing, girl?” Lowering her voice, she murmured by my ear, “...I hope he has insurance.”
I glanced at Maygar, baffled, not sure at first what she even meant...when the look on his face brought me up short. Maygar’s eyes were trained out through the study doors. As I watched, a deep scowl lined his features.
“I don’t believe it,” he said. “That son of a bitch has nine lives.”
Without thinking, I followed his gaze, and my eyes connected solidly and without warning with Revik.
He stood several yards back from the doorway, wearing a dress shirt and black pants, arms folded tightly across his chest, talking to Eddard. From his face and profile he looked about forty pounds lighter than the last time I’d seen him. I felt him notice my stare, even as I realized he wasn’t going to return it. I watched his hand comb long fingers through his black hair, noticed the absence of his ring, and suddenly the chain I wore felt heavy around my neck.
Averting my eyes, I clutched the back of the leather couch.
My hands actually shook. I gripped the couch harder, but it didn’t help. Cass caught my arm, her voice excited again.
“You won’t believe the crazy shit we’ve seen!” she said. “We were in Russia, Allie! In this town of slave traders in the mountains! Some guy tried to buy me! It was freakin’ psychotic. And Revik speaks Russian, so he basically told the guy—”
“Not now, Cass.” Jon patted my shoulder when I didn’t look up. Taking my hand, he rubbed my fingers with his. “You all right, little sis? Your brain’s not going to explode, is it?” Once my eyes flickered up, he smiled. “Surprised to see us?”
I nodded.
“Did you think we were dead?” he said.
I nodded again, feeling tears come to my eyes.
“And Revik?” Jon prompted. “You thought he was dead?”
Fighting the impulse to turn, to confirm what I’d seen standing in the hall, ignoring me, which should have been confirmation enough...I gave Jon another nod. I wiped my cheek with the back of my hand, then sank to the leather couch. Cass and Jon sat on either side of me, each with an arm slung around my back. I don’t know how long I sat there, but eventually, I took a hand from each of them. I cleared my throat.
“We haven’t eaten,” I said. “Maygar’s probably—”
“Yeah.” Cass’s voice was quiet. “They’re talking right now...him and that other guy.”
“Oh.” I didn’t look towards the door.
“So I guess Terian wasn’t lying about you and Revik?” Jon smiled, punching my arm. “You’ve got a frickin’ husband, Al? How did that happen?”
“He really did save our lives,” Cass added. “He’s a nice guy, honestly...if a little scary at times.” Her voice grew tentative. “Is he still your husband though, Allie? He thinks you’re really mad at him. It sounded like he deserved it...but, well...I like him, Al. A lot.”
I stared at the pattern in the rug. 
After a few seconds, I let out a short laugh. It sounded like a seal’s bark.
“I think she’s in shock, Cass,” Jon said.
“Well, where is he?” she said, sounding angry. “I thought he’d come in here at least. What’s he doing out there?”
“Hiding.” Jon laughed, poking me in the ribs with his fingers. “Turns out Rambo might be afraid of his wife. Are you going to talk to him, sis? Or let him stew out there?”
I raised my hands, using my fingers to comb the hair out of my face.
“Is there a bathroom?” I said.
I felt them look at each other.
Then Jon’s voice grew matter-of-fact. “Yeah. Sure.”
He stood me up, steering me gently towards the door of the study...then right past Revik and Maygar, both of whom I felt looking at me now. I followed Jon to the base of the staircase without returning their stares, and he pointed up.
“Bathrooms are bigger up there. You can even take a bath if you want...in fact, I highly recommend it. There’s clothes, too. Cass has bags of new stuff...second door down, I think. He took us shopping a few days ago, and man does that guy have an expense account.” Jon grinned when I glanced up, but the grin faded when he saw my face. “Al. Are you all right?”
I nodded. “Don’t wait for me. I won’t be long.”
He pulled me into his arms. I felt his heart, a warm flare in his chest.
“I’m so glad you’re all right, Al. I’ve been worried about you. For months. I was beginning to think...”
Tears stuck in my throat. “Me too.”
He let me go. After standing there awkwardly for a few more seconds, I turned and began to climb the stairs. When I glanced down from the half-floor landing, Jon still looked up at me, his eyes worried, his hands resting on his hips below too-thin arms decorated with tattoos. I noticed new scars, fading bruises, and looked away.
I need a bath, I thought. Then I would feel normal again.
Then I would be all right.
 

 
It took me longer than what I’d told Jon.
I didn’t know whose bedroom I was in, didn’t want to think about it too closely when I saw women’s shampoo on the rack alongside men’s.
Wrapped in a towel once I’d finished, I wandered into two different rooms before I found the bag Jon mentioned. I was over two inches taller than Cass by then, with a chest about two sizes smaller, but I finally settled on low-hung silk pants and a stretchy tee. After scrutinizing my reflection in the mirror for far too long, contemplating make up, then abandoning the idea, I tied my hair in a loose knot at the base of my neck and made myself go downstairs.
Jon and Cass were alive. My best friends were alive. By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs, that much had finally penetrated.
My smile as I entered the dining room even felt real.
I sat in the chair closest to the door without making eye contact with anyone other than Jon, who, seeing my smile, grinned back. I looked for Cass, found her sitting next to Revik in the opposite corner. He had an arm draped over the back of her chair, and she laughed as she told him something. He smiled, tugging the ends of her long hair. I stared at his hand where he touched her, saw more affection in his eyes as he looked at her than he’d ever aimed at me.
Then I heard Maygar’s mocking voice as we’d approached the building.
...prefers humans.
Revik’s eyes swiveled to mine. For the first time, he looked directly at me, and the look there was...christ. It was guilt.
I moved before my brain could process a complete thought.
“Allie.” Revik’s chair squealed on the hard wood. He stood almost as I did. “Allie.” He held out a hand, what looked like a peace gesture, or something you might do to calm an animal. “Allie...where are you going?”
Silence fell on the room. I swallowed, looking around at faces.
Maygar sat back in his chair, arms folded. He raised an eyebrow at me, but I flinched when I saw the pity in his eyes. Jon gave Revik a warning look I couldn’t interpret, and Cass just looked confused.
I couldn’t make myself look at Revik.
“I...” I cleared my throat. “Sorry.” I waved vaguely at the spread on the table. “Go on, eat. I’ll be right back.” I was lying. I knew I was lying, that I was running away, but I couldn’t do it, not even for Cass. I’d just walk away, I told myself. Pull my shit together. Then I’d come back. They’d obviously been through hell. I had no right to begrudge anyone anything that might have come of it, especially since I was—
“Allie!” Revik’s voice was sharp.
When everyone looked at him, he cleared his throat.
“Can it wait? We need you here. Maygar didn’t want to speak for you.”
I looked at Maygar, who nodded, indicating for me to sit. “We need a plan, Bridge. Your husband...” He said the word with open contempt, and I felt Revik’s eyes shift to him. “...Seems to believe they may have been followed. That they were allowed to escape in the hopes he would lead the Rooks to you.” Maygar looked to Jon. “Did I get that right?”
“Yeah.” Jon glanced between Maygar and Revik, wary. “Yeah. That’s right.”
I stood there, feeling trapped. I looked at Cass, saw that Revik had moved his chair several feet from hers. Feeling sick, I looked at Jon. His eyes openly asked me to stay. Noticing again how thin he was, I swallowed, nodding. I glanced at the scar on Cass’s face, saw her looking at me with worry in her eyes, and hated myself more. Gods, what was wrong with me?
“All right.” I lowered my weight to the chair. “Sure.”
I felt everyone around the table exhale.
Cass was the first to smile at me. “Maygar said you’ve been in India this whole time?”
I nodded. “Yeah. For the last few months, anyway. Learning. Training. You know...”
“Why are you here?” Revik said.
Before I could stop myself, I looked at him. 
His face had fallen back into the infiltrator’s mask, his eyes focused on the table. He really was thin. Thinner than Cass or Jon, although all three of them looked like concentration camp victims. When Cass shoved a plate at me, I tugged it closer with my fingers, picking at a pile of what looked like fried potatoes with a fork.
“I was looking for clues,” I said. “Imprints, I guess.”
“Of what?” Revik said. He didn’t raise his eyes.
“I’ve been tracking Galaith...I got as far as you.”
Cass shoved a forkful of salad in her mouth. “What’s a Galaith?” she said.
“The head of the Rooks’ network,” Revik said. “Terian’s old boss.” His voice aimed back at me. “Why him?”
I shrugged, not answering. I felt him react to my silence, a near flinch.
“What about the bomb?” Jon said. “Was that you?”
I felt the illness worsen, realized Revik was actually scanning me with his light. “No,” I said. I glanced at Jon, forced a smile. “No bombs lately.”
There was another silence while everyone ate. I watched Revik cut up a piece of meat and stare at it. Jon and Cass ate like they were starving, like they might not eat again. I saw Cass nudge Revik to eat then, and looked away.
“Allie,” Revik said, still not looking at me. “What do you want with Galaith? You know he’d only be replaced, if—”
“Yeah, I know, I...” Realizing I’d cut him off, I stopped. I felt my face warm, but kept my voice neutral, almost businesslike. “The seers in India, they had a plan. I’ve been able to help them some...” I shrugged, looking back at my plate. “...The plan is kind of a long shot, but anything would have been. I had my own axe to grind, I guess...and more of a direct line to Galaith than a lot of them, so...” 
Feeling them all staring at me again, I glanced at Maygar, maybe for help.
“Look, maybe I shouldn’t involve any of you in this,” I said. “We should separate. They probably know I’m in London.”
I felt a pulse of something, realized it came from Revik. Whatever it was, it was intense enough to startle me. I glanced over at his face, but his eyes were fixed on Maygar.
His voice flattened. “You should know...there’s a factional struggle happening within the Rooks. Terian’s making a play for the top spot. My guess is, he wants you to do it for him...or to use you as leverage, maybe. Maybe even to do whatever it is you’re planning to do...”
“I doubt that.”
“Allie,” he said. “All I meant is—”
“I know,” I said, cutting him off again. “I got it, Revik. You think he’s playing me. That he maneuvered me into whatever I’m doing. You think I’m part of his little game now.”
There was a silence after I said it.
I felt my face warm, but didn’t look at anyone around the table. Replaying my own words, I realized again how what I’d said probably sounded to them, after everything. A kind of futility washed over me.
Revik broke the silence.
“I didn’t mean what I said as an insult, Allie,” he said, quiet. “He’s good at that. Manipulating events. All I meant was—”
“I understand,” I said. “It’s all right, Revik. Really.”
I felt my jaw harden when I realized I’d cut him off again.
Avoiding his eyes, I looked around the table, forcing myself to take in their physical condition, to really see it. I replayed Revik’s words in my head, looking at Jon’s hand, the cut on Cass’s face, whatever was wrong with Revik’s neck. Suddenly, everything I’d been doing with the Seven seemed pretty childish.
“Maybe you’re right,” I said, speaking into the silence. “You probably are right, Revik.” I hesitated, looking around at them again. “...I guess I went after the wrong Rook.” 
I felt my face warm again when I replayed my own words.
Shaking my head, I fought my voice.
“Look, I’m sorry. I really am. I’m not saying anything right. I guess I don’t know how to say how terrible I feel about what happened to all of you...”
“Allie,” Cass said, softly.
I glanced at her. Seeing the brightness in her eyes, I looked at Jon. “The truth is, it’s still not safe, being near me...you must realize that now. I wish that were different. I really do. But it’s not. It might not ever be.”
When no one said anything, I cleared my throat, wiping my eyes.
“When we’re done here, Maygar and I’ll clear out.” I hesitated, glancing at Revik. He wouldn’t return my gaze. Looking past him, to Cass, I said, “Revik can probably get you somewhere safe. I’ve got money now. Vash promised me funds...I could...” I glanced at Revik. “...Hire him, I mean. If that’s all right.”
Another silence fell. I felt them staring at me, everyone except Revik.
Then Maygar grunted in amusement. He glanced at Revik, tossing his napkin to the table.
“Hear that?” he said. “You’ve been dismissed, Rook-boy.”
“Shut up, Maygar,” I said.
“Oh, don’t worry...I approve, Bridge. And you’re right. He’s probably screwing the redhead...”
“What?” Cass stared at him, then at me. “What did he say?”
I shook my head, giving Maygar a hard look. “He didn’t say anything, Cass. Please, just forget it.”
I saw her open her mouth, then look back at Maygar. Her eyes narrowed at him, right before she seemed to make up her mind, folding her arms.
“Whatever.”
I stood up, unable to look at any of them now.
“Look, this isn’t personal. Maygar was assigned to me by the Council, so he’s stuck...but none of you are.” I looked at Jon. “I don’t want to leave any of you. I love you. I hope you all know that. I’m serious about the danger, okay? Revik knows...he’ll tell you.”
There was a silence, this one longer. Revik didn’t move in his chair.
The human servant, Eddard, finally broke it by walking into the room. He glanced around, one eyebrow arched in question at the silence.
Then he cleared his throat, looking directly at me.
“Ma’am?” He waited for me to turn.
For a moment I couldn’t take my eyes off the others around the table. Jon was staring at Revik, as if willing him to say something. Cass was looking at me, her eyes holding a kind of disbelief, but I saw anger there, too. She glared at Maygar then, but he only smiled, winking at her before he kissed the air with his lips.
When I glanced at Revik, I found I couldn’t look away. He was staring at the table, his face completely devoid of expression.
“Ma’am?”
I turned my head finally, realizing the words were aimed at me.
“What?” I said. “Eddard? What is it?”
“The military is outside.”
“What?” Maygar leapt to his feet, shoving his chair back. “Which one?”
Eddard looked only at me. “I believe all of them, sir.”
 



 
28
DESCENT
 
 
I crouched in an alcove by a long row of chimneys.
None of us were really talking, not anymore.
Without anyone saying much, Revik and Maygar took over once the military showed up. Within seconds they were using Revik’s secure network, contacting people in the Seven’s Guard, calling in a team to get us out through the roof.
Still, the silence was deafening.
I don’t know what the others thought, I didn’t want to read any of them, but I felt a kind of futility when I saw the line of military cars blocking off the street at the base of Revik’s building. Someone down there had a voice amplifier, too. They were shouting instructions we could hear more than eight stories up. I heard other languages besides English, so it was a good bet that SCARB and the Sweeps were down there, too.
I saw the feed vans pull up right before Maygar grabbed my arm, tugging me away from the window. I let him drag me up the stairs along with the others, then to a smaller, hidden staircase behind a small bureau in the master bedroom. Above that one, an even more narrow staircase lived, one that led up to a metal plated door and out on the roof.
All six of us now squatted in a low line, gazing at the same expanse of gray sky.
Revik leaned on the white-painted wall beside me. I hadn’t really thought through the order in which we walked that last piece of stairs, but now he was clearly too close to me. Clutching the edge of one brick by my face, I managed to close off my light from his, but my eyes drifted to him again and again.
He didn’t return my glances.
I focused on a fading welt that showed above his white collared shirt.
“I’ll tell you, Allie,” he said. “Anything you want. But not now.”
My throat tightened. He’d felt me looking at him.
He still had a construct over this place. Given our connection, he might even be able to hear me apart from that.
Maygar’s voice rose behind me and I turned, saw him talking on a headset. He used the seer language mixed with what sounded like French.
“They’re closing off the street,” Revik said, translating.
“Didn’t Maygar tell them we’d blow up the building?”
“Yes.” Revik still wouldn’t look at me. “They’d expect that.” I saw him glance at Maygar again. His jaw tightened.
Just then, Eddard shouted, “Sir! They’re coming!”
I followed the human’s pointing finger. In the distance, black, insect-like shapes rose above the skyline. For months I had them burned into my brain as things that brought death and guns and capture, but this time, I felt my heart lift as I watched the black dots grow larger. Maybe we really would get out of this.
I glanced at Eddard, studying his light inside Revik’s construct. Definitely human.
“Who is he?” I asked Revik.
Revik’s eyes followed mine. “He works for me. He said he wouldn’t tell the military unless I did something ‘untoward.’ He’s clean,” he added, preempting my next question. “...and I’m paying him well.”
I nodded, watching the approaching helicopters.
Seconds later, sound came pounding into the alcove where we crouched. At first it came from the helicopters alone, then a whooshing noise ricocheted between buildings, soft at first then deafeningly loud. Revik tensed beside me. I barely recognized the flash of a pair of U.S. fighter jets, right before they fired.
The first missile hit the front helicopter and exploded.
I flinched back, unable to tear my eyes away even through Revik’s shielding arm. I watched as black smoke mushroomed up out of the tilting cockpit. Fire billowed out even as the second one came to its end a breath later.
I watched uncomprehendingly as gravity began to take its toll only a few hundred feet from the roof where we perched.
Rising abruptly to his feet, Revik withdrew towards the small stairwell, motioning the others back towards the access door even as I heard the crash and grind of metal and glass. I still sat there, numb, as the two helicopters completed their falls, smashing down into whatever had the misfortune of lying on the street below.
I could feel the seers inside the cockpits, dying.
I was still standing there when someone grabbed my arm, dragging me towards the open metal door. I didn’t realize until then that they’d all gone inside, that I was out there alone. When I glanced back at Maygar’s face, he only yanked on my arm harder, his eyes and mouth exuding impatience.
With a last look at the sky, I retreated back indoors with the rest of them, even as the jets’ trails flashed by in tandem overhead.
 

 
Inside the Barrier, winds whip, throwing to and fro the lit strands of billions of interconnected beings. 
The height of the Pyramid stands over London, bending and crushing living lights as members of the Org, the Brotherhood...the Rooks...dive in and out of buildings, through lights and connections, in and out of military and paramilitary and homeland security agents for three different nations. SCARB ran operations by now, even over the local authorities...and even over the Sweeps, their more bureaucratic counterpart tasked with enforcing the Human Protection Act. Both departments had more seers than humans in their ranks these days, of course, but even the human authorities wanted that fact kept from civilians. 
Human beings could be so reactionary, after all.
Above the mass of uniforms, vehicles and weapons, two light bodies stand alone, watching.
One directs no small part of the larger organism.
He does this in the background, using pieces of his mind and light that no longer need to pull from the bulk of his waking consciousness.
The other, standing next to him, is his oldest friend.
She’s shielded, Xarethe comments. Likely by Elan’s boy, Maygar. Or those kneelers back in Asia. Maybe even by Dehgoies himself, by now...
You are sure that Dehgoies is here? Galaith says.
Her only answer is a shrug as she stares out over darting forms.
He is alive, then, Galaith breathes, unable to hide his relief. Terian only took him from me. Likely to use him to get what he’s after...
The other seer doesn’t answer.
Both of them watch as drones weave a dense, Barrier structure over the tall, white building, focusing primarily on the top floor. The net will push the Seven out. It will keep any out who might try to help them from the Barrier. They will tackle Dehgoies’s construct, following that. Everything done by the Org is systematic, by the numbers.
It is the reason they are so rarely taken by surprise.
Xarethe asks, Isn’t it more of a risk, to kill her now? What if she simply returns? She studies Galaith’s light through the Barrier’s dark. We could bring her in alive now. Dehgoies, too. If we have her mate, she will have little choice but to cooperate with us. We could use her to bring the war when we’re ready. On our own terms...
Galaith smiles wryly. You are assuming this war can be controlled. War can rarely be controlled my friend...and a Displacement even less so than most. His light follows the swarm of drones. And anyway, the Bridge and Alyson are not precisely the same creature. Beneath her surface personality there exists a drive...a pre-programming, if you will. It is very difficult to persuade such an influence. She is not the Bridge so much as possessed by it. 
...Still, he shrugs, gazing back out over the cloak woven by his drones. She was the first choice to fulfill this role. That does mean something.
Xarethe thinks about his words. Can it be stopped? In your opinion, Protecting Shield...is it able to be restrained?
Galaith nods slowly in return, pensive. Yes. I think so.
And Dehgoies?
Galaith chuckles. Ah, Dehgoies. What will we do with him? The smile turns affectionate. He deserves partial credit for all of this... He extends a hand over the cloud of drones. But Terian was wasting his time. It was not a temporary shield that we put on Dehgoies’s mind when he left...we broke him entirely.
He sighs, exuding pale light in a fountain.
He is purely an invention of the Seven now. More dead than alive...at least in relation to that which he once was. No... he says almost regretfully. We have nothing to fear in him, old friend.
Xarethe doesn’t answer.
Peace, Galaith says. It requires constant work, yes? His dark eyes burn like coals. ...I want no more talk of Displacements, or prophesied wars.
And Terian? she ventures. He is one of the Four, is he not?
Galaith’s eyes flash as he turns.
He is, he says, watching her face. Does that surprise you, old friend?
Somewhat, yes, she says. Does he know of it?
Galaith’s light form smiles cryptically. I believe he is beginning to suspect...
And what will you do with him? Xarethe persists. Does it not worry you, that he might start this war, even without your Bridge?
Galaith smiles once more, clasping his light hands at his back. After a pause, he turns, meeting the gaze of the other.
I promised my friend Xarethe that I would not exterminate all of her creations.
His smile grows harder, even as the black eyes turn sharp.
...But Terry, he says gently. Your time is up. It is fortunate for me that you are as obvious as you are insane...
The being calling itself Xarethe turns, its glowing eyes suddenly predatory.
Galaith adds, I hope, at least, you got the explanations you were hoping for, old friend...
A bolt of light strikes from overhead.
Terian sidesteps it, severing his connection to the Pyramid even as he leaves the false imprint of Xarethe behind.
The darkness disappears...
 

 
...and Terian jerked open yellow-gold eyes.
He lay in a cream-colored seat on a private plane, a middle-aged woman with a tennis player’s body. She was on her way to the Hamptons for a week, with husband number two and kids. When she blinked her eyes to clear them, a man appeared over her, holding a gun.
It was not her husband.
“Did you really think he wouldn’t hear what you’d been doing, Terry?” the seer asked.
The woman held up a hand. A diamond wedding ring sparkled from her third finger. “We can talk about this, my brother—”
The infiltrator fired. The skull of the slim woman in the five thousand dollar Chanel suit blew back from an entry point just at the inside of her right eye, decorating the seat’s upholstery with a sickening thump.
She slumped forward in the soft leather seat.
...just as a different man on another continent approached a girl patiently brushing a pony’s dark mane. She looked maybe sixteen, but the expression in her eyes flashed older as the infiltrator approaching her fit a silencer to the end of his pistol. Her long hair caught in a gust of wind as she struggled to mount the small horse. Before she could get her leg over, he fired...
...and now they are aware. All Terians, everywhere. He is on the run, in all his various forms, but Galaith had planned for that, too.
...A man in his twenties bolted down an aisle of slot machines, his eyes wide as he scanned for exits. He’d just about reached the cordoned entrance to the cocktail lounge when a security guard stepped directly behind him, stabbing him in the kidney multiple times with a straight-edged knife. Before he could cry out, the same guard jammed a syringe against his neck and hit a button to depress the stopper.
A crowd gathered as he convulsed on the carpet, but only the guard saw his eyes flash yellow before he expired...
...A businessman in Italy stepped out of his church, looking around frantically for his family’s chauffeured car. He crossed the street with his coat collar raised, lifting a hand for a taxi when unknown persons gunned him down in front of ten witnesses, including the secretary he’d met an hour earlier at a nearby apartment building, and who he’d been banging behind his wife’s back for over three months...
...even as with a jerk and a gasp, the Vice President of the United States, Ethan Wellington, sat up in bed.
For a long moment, he didn’t know what had wakened him, didn’t know what was wrong. 
Then, receiving a number of flashes from the Barrier construct he’d erected over the room, he felt in the bed beside him for the body of his wife, feeling a faint rush of panic when he couldn’t find her. Seconds later, he remembered she was out, touring the Southern states on free school lunches, or one of the other social programs he’d asked her to support. As parts of him whispered in the dark, he found himself thankful for her absence.
He threw back the covers, shoved his feet into plush slippers and reached for the drawer where he still kept a small gun, like in that apartment he and Helen shared when they lived together in graduate school.
The door to his bedroom opened. 
Ethan tensed, blinking up into the giant eye of a Maglite flashlight.
“Good,” he said, exhaling as he recognized Wes, the lead of his security detail. “Have them bring my car around. There’s been a family emergency, and—”
“Sir,” the agent said. “That won’t be necessary.”
It occurred to Ethan that he’d made a mistake, even as his eyes adjusted enough to see the gun his security chief held beside the long flashlight. Ethan’s mind toyed with regret—that this wasn’t a seer’s body, that he might have acted faster, that he hadn’t remembered to call Helen that night.
The agent emptied four chambers into his chest.
Ethan’s brown eyes flashed yellow as he slid to the bedroom floor, bleeding on the new silk carpet his wife found for them in Dubai during their last trip with President Daniel Caine, Lisa Caine and the twins.
The last thing Ethan heard was the elongated scream of a siren outside his window, and then everything went dark.
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CONTACT
 
 
I leaned on a walnut bookshelf, watching Revik check a security panel by the study doors. Eddard hovered near him. Jon and Cass stood out of sight of the tall sash windows, looking down onto the street where I could hear the activity ramping up once more. Maygar did the same by a third window, an automatic rifle gripped in his hands.
While I watched, Jon shoved a gun in the back of his belt, holding another in his good hand, what looked like one of Revik’s Glocks.
My brother the pacifist.
I glanced back as Revik passed by where I stood, aiming for the china closet. He moved aside a vase on a nearby accent table and slid a key off the wood with his fingers. I watched him unlock the double hutch doors, pressing a button concealed behind a faux wooden panel.
The panel slid back, pushing out a velvet-cushioned tray.
I could only stare as he pulled another handgun off the blue, velvet cloth, checking the magazine for how many bullets remained, then the chamber before handing it to Eddard. He picked up a second gun, then a third. He checked them all, shoving one in his belt before passing the other to Eddard, as well.
I saw him motion towards me then, still muttering to Eddard in a voice too low for me to hear, and I looked away.
I held my stomach with one arm. I was having trouble breathing. My brain seemed to have short-circuited somewhere between the conversation over lunch and the two helicopters exploding over the London streets below. Some kind of delayed reaction, maybe...to being fired on by jets, prolonged stress, almost zero sleep in two days, and finding out my best friends were alive and that I was still married to a guy who couldn’t bring himself to look at me.
I felt a push to move my limbs. I think I meant to walk over to Jon and Cass, but my body must have had other ideas, because I only got as far as the china closet and the exposed tray of guns. Revik no longer stood there. I don’t know when he left, but by the time I reached the tray, he bent over another wall panel on the other side of the room.
“They changed all my codes,” he said. “We’ll have to take the stairs.”
I stared at a gun on the tray I recognized. It looked just like the one Revik held all those years ago in Germany. I picked it up, hefting the weight of the metal in my hand. It was so small. It looked like a toy.
“We can’t take the elevator,” Revik said. I felt his attention on me, but I didn’t turn around. “We have to get to the stairs...now. There’s some chance we can still make it to the basement.”
“Revik.” Clearing my throat, I shook my head. “No.”
Everyone paused.
I thought they’d forgotten me in their panic, but when I turned around, the whole room seemed focused on my face. Even Eddard stared, his expression a mixture of curiosity and pity. It occurred to me that he probably thought I’d snapped. I didn’t look at Revik, but felt his mind slide past my words, still thinking about how we would get out of the building.
He turned to Eddard. “Get the charges from my room. If I have more clips—”
“Revik,” I said. “No. We won’t get out that way.”
He didn’t look at me, but I watched him put a hand on the wall. He turned towards me, still without looking at me, his face closed.
“Allie. We don’t have any choice.”
“No.” I shook my head. “Not that way. Please.”
I saw his jaw harden. He still wouldn’t look at me. “Please trust me on this, Esteemed Bridge. I am not being disrespectful...but I know our options here. This is my home. Let me protect you in it.”
I saw Jon and Cass stare at him, as if they didn’t recognize him. Then they both, seemingly at the same instant, looked at me.
“I do trust you,” I said. “But I can’t let you take us out that way.”
“Allie!” Cass said.
I looked at her. My whole body was shaking. I stood there, in the middle of the room, barely able to stand upright from the pain in my chest.
“Allie, what are you doing?” Jon said. His voice sounded shocked.
Revik stared at me, his eyes flat now, wary.
I didn’t realize at first I was pointing the gun at him. It wasn’t until I looked at Jon, saw his mouth hanging open, his hazel eyes wide, that I realized something was wrong. I looked down at my hands. They gripped the gun, steady.
“Allie.” Revik held out a hand. “Please. Give it to me—”
“No.” I took a step back. “Please, Revik. You have to listen to me. He expects you to do this. He’s counting on it.” My voice lowered, growing angry, but not at him. My eyes blurred as they filled with tears, but I couldn’t care about that either. I knew I was right. I had no idea how I knew, but I did.
“Please,” I said, my voice thick. “Please, Revik. Please...just listen to me.”
“I’m listening, Allie,” he said. “Put the gun down...”
I shook my head, gripping it tighter. He wasn’t listening to me. I could feel it. I’d become a threat in his eyes, a dangerous animal. But I knew he wouldn’t listen to me if I gave him the gun.
“He wants to shoot at you,” I said. “He knows I’ll do something. Fold something, or break something...or light something on fire. I can’t control it. He must know that, too. It’s gotten worse, Revik...”
“Allie!” Jon’s voice rose, pulling me to look at him. “Jesus, are you going to shoot Revik? He saved our lives!”
“Who, Allie?” Cass said. Fear leaked into her voice. “Who wants us to do it? Do you mean Terian? Is Terian here?”
“No.” Revik’s voice sharpened. He held out a hand towards Cass. “We’re all right, Cass.” He looked at me, and now he felt angry. “Put the gun down, Allie!”
I heard all this, and it affected some part of me, but I didn’t take my eyes off his face.
“Please, Revik...”
“Please, what?” he said. “What do you want me to do?” He looked at Maygar, and the anger in his face worsened. “What do you want from me, Allie?”
I shifted my weight, and felt my resolve falter. “Did you give me those numbers?” I said. “On the ship. I thought you were dead...but you did it to keep them from Terian. That was you. It had to be you...”
Revik’s eyes drew a blank.
I saw Maygar turn, startled. He stared at Revik.
“It’s important,” I said. “It’s really important, Revik.”
“Allie, I don’t know what you’re talking about! I would tell you, I swear I would! But we have to go now...please!”
“You helped design it,” I said. “The rotating hierarchy.”
He blanched. Then his jaw hardened more. “Even if I did. I don’t remember...”
“None of it came back with Terian?” I said. “That’s what he wanted from you, isn’t it? The succession order? So he could go after Galaith?”
Jon and Cass’s expressions grew openly startled, just before their eyes swiveled almost in unison to Revik’s face. It was enough to confirm what I’d suspected. Then Jon’s voice rose, angry.
“Did Terian help him remember? You mean when he was beating him unconscious every day? Is that what you’re asking, Al?”
I turned, staring at Jon.
I saw Revik look at Jon too, telling him to be silent with his eyes. I focused on the bruises on Revik’s neck, how his clothes hung on his long frame. I lowered the gun slowly, staring between them, then down at my hands, holding the gun.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” I said. All the resolve and tension left my limbs. “I don’t want to hurt anyone...”
“Maybe not shooting us would be a first step,” Jon snapped. “Jesus, Allie. Have you lost it completely?”
“Jon,” Revik warned. “Stop.”
I looked at Revik, startled. Then Maygar spoke up from where he leaned against the wall, out of sight of the high window.
“Yeah, Jon,” he drawled. “Take it easy on little sis. We need to know what we’re up against..and Rook-boy here used to be evil. Or did he forget to mention that in all of your touching inter-species bonding?” He nodded towards me, his voice openly approving.
“...About time someone went to the source for answers.”
I felt Revik turn before I saw him, felt his anger flare into something closer to hatred as soon as it found a target. His voice nearly shook.
“You’re right,” Revik said. “...she’s not completely wrong. I do remember more now...Maygar, is it? Your mother, for instance. Does she still work for them?”
Maygar’s expression turned hard as glass.
“Watch your forked tongue, Rook...”
“I remember you,” Revik said. “You were a little shit when they brought you in. A thief...half-recruited yourself. Are you the reason my wife’s got a gun on me now? Didn't I stay dead long enough for you?”
“As a matter of fact...”
“Just stay away from her!”
My eyes swiveled to Revik. I stared at his face in shock, saw his jaw clenched, his hands in fists by his sides so that the long muscles in his arms stood out. I felt my breath stop when I saw his expression. I’d only seen it on his face once before, and that was before I’d been born.
Maygar burst into a laugh. “You must be joking!”
“I’m not. Don’t push me, boy. I’ll rip your dirtblood heart out...”
“Revik!” Jon said.
“Boys!” Cass said, sharp. “We don’t have time for this! Military outside, remember? Revik, calm down—”
“You broke vow,” Maygar said to him. “You have no rights, you worm-fucking retard. I can court her if I want!”
“No. You can’t.” Revik clenched his hands. “You interfere with an attempt at reconciliation, and I’ll press charges...if I don’t kill you first.”
I blanched, looking between them. Court me? I stared at Revik, unable to look away from the expression on his face.
“Reconciliation?” Maygar snorted. “You brought your human whore here!”
Revik’s face drained of blood. He looked at me.
“Whore?” Cass broke in furiously. “Would that be me?” She turned on me. “Is that what the martyr crap at lunch was about? You really think I’d skank on your husband, Al? You’re my best friend! And for your information, he hasn’t been with anyone since you saw him! We were with him the whole time. He didn’t touch anyone for months, unless you count Terian and his—”
“Shut up!” Revik was breathing harder, staring at her. “Shut up, Cass! Right now!”
I looked between them, feeling sick. “I really don’t—”
“No!” Maygar said, holding up a hand to me. “Don’t accept anything from him, Bridge! You owe him nothing!”
Revik and Maygar were looking at each other again. Neither dropped their gaze, nor relaxed their stances.
I couldn’t take my eyes off Revik’s face, seeing the anger there, but more than that, him fighting to control himself, to remain standing where he was. Suddenly, my mind seemed to click back on. Lowering the gun the rest of the way, I placed it on the table. Giving Maygar a disbelieving look, I closed the distance to Revik.
I grabbed his arm, harder until he looked down.
“No...Revik. Look, he’s protecting me, but not the way you think.” I yanked on his arm again to get his eyes off Maygar. “Revik! Listen to me! There’s nothing going on with me and Maygar!”
Revik turned. His eyes locked on mine.
“Are you with anyone?” Pain wafted off him.
I stared up at him, momentarily speechless.
“Allie.” He gripped my arm, hard enough to hurt. “I would understand. I know I’m not acting like it, but I would. Tell me to back off, and—”
“No.” I shook my head, still staring at him. “No...no one.”
He didn’t move. Realizing I still had him in a death grip, I let go of his arm.
After the barest instant, he released me, too.
We just stood there, staring at one another. Then it occurred to me that I’d walked up to him. Before I could move away, though, he caught hold of my wrists. His fingers tightened, pulling me closer to where he stood.
For another moment, he seemed to be trying to speak.
He looked so damned thin. I watched his jaw harden, his eyes brighten as he looked at me, holding out my hands slightly, almost like Jon had when he first saw me alive. He looked longest at my face, then down the rest of me. I felt his light on mine then, cautiously at first...growing stronger the longer we stood there.
I tried to decide if I should say anything, when an intensity rose to his eyes. He met my gaze again and I nearly flinched, but I didn’t look away.
I’d seen that look on his face before, too, but never aimed at me.
Tugging at my hands, he pulled me carefully between his arms.
I let him guide me up against him, following his pull to wrap my arms around him once I stood close enough. He let go of my wrists once I had, curling an arm lengthwise across my back, gripping my shoulder in his hand and squeezing before he wrapped his fingers into my hair. I didn’t move as he pulled it out of the soft knot, caressing it away from my neck. He slid his other arm around my waist, pulling me tight against his body before he lowered his head, pressing his face against mine.
I relaxed against him. I forgot all of it in those few seconds—my mother, all those months of believing he and Cass and Jon were dead, even the military outside. He held me tighter, tight enough that I could barely breathe. My throat closed as he pulled me deeper into the curve of his body.
Then he opened...and his light nearly flattened me. 
I felt him hold his breath as he wound it deeper into mine...and then I couldn’t breathe...I breathed too much. I clutched at him as he leaned into me more, and I felt him asking me, willing me to open, asking me again. I held him tighter, unable to see as his hands clenched my back. His light slid deeper, pulling on me...I think I made some kind of sound.
Then everything seemed to happen fast.
We were kissing when someone’s arms grabbed me from behind.
Revik’s hands were under my shirt and around me as someone or several someone’s dragged him off. Yet another person held my waist, pulling me away from him.
I glanced behind me, barely recognized Maygar.
“What the hell are you doing?” He was staring up at Revik, his eyes and voice furious. “Are you trying to kill her?”
I felt Revik react to Maygar’s hands on me.
I saw pain on his face, confusion as he looked at me, almost like he didn’t know where he was. My own pain worsened as I stared back, and suddenly I couldn’t bear being held away from him. I had to fight not to shove all of them off me, just so I could touch him.
“It’s okay,” I said, holding up a hand. “Revik, hey. It’s okay...”
Then my light, everything about me that was me, was ripped away from my body.
 

 
“No!” Cass dropped her gun, running for Allie as she collapsed in Maygar’s arms. Revik got there before she did. Maygar tried to shove him back, but the taller seer grabbed the front of Maygar’s shirt in his fist, and suddenly a gun was in his hand. He pressed it to Maygar’s face.
“Let go of her,” Revik said. “I’ll do it. I promise you.”
Maygar released her, removing his hands. His voice shook.
“If she dies, so help me, I’ll skin you—”
“Stop it!” Cass snapped. “Both of you!”
“What happened?” Jon crouched over Revik, but it was Maygar who answered in a snarl.
“Rook-boy couldn’t keep his hands to himself! He just fed her to them...”
Cass watched Revik pull Allie into his lap. He stroked the long hair away from her face, caressing her cheek with his hand. His voice shocked her. It was quiet, but a near anguish trembled on the surface as he spoke.
“Allie...gods. Can you hear me? Allie!”
“Hit her!” Maygar snarled. “Do you think that’s going to do anything but make it worse? Hit her, or let me try!”
But Revik’s hands had gone still.
Maygar shoved Cass out of the way, grabbing Revik’s shoulders. When he turned the other seer around, looking him full in the face, he cursed, releasing him. Bending down, he slid his arms around Allie, pulling her roughly out of Revik’s lap. Cass watched in disbelief as Revik made no move to stop him. She was still staring at Revik’s unmoving form when a loud crack of flesh against flesh jerked her eyes back to Maygar.
She watched in disbelief as he backhanded Allie again. A red mark flared on her friend’s cheek, but Allie’s eyes didn’t flutter as her neck rolled with the blow. Maygar wound up to hit her again when Jon held his own gun to Maygar’s head.
“Do it again, and I’ll shoot you, you piece of shit...” Without turning, Jon aimed his next words at Cass. “What’s wrong with Revik?”
“I don’t know.” She gripped his arm, kneeling beside him. His pupils remained pinpricks, his face a wax doll’s. “He’s just...gone.”
Maygar pushed the barrel of Jon’s gun out of his face angrily, as if it were a pointed stick.
“He’s gone after her,” he snapped.
Jon looked at Cass, then back at Maygar. He lowered the gun.
“Explain to me how that’s not a good thing,” Jon said.
“Stupid worm! The construct is gone! They’re all around us...everywhere, as we speak! Staying out of the Barrier was their only protection!” When Cass and Jon continued to stare at him blankly, Maygar raised his voice. “They’re going to die! She was already dead when he pulled her in...now he’s gone to die with her!”
Seeing the anger and frustration on the seer’s face, it occurred to Cass that maybe he wasn’t the bad guy in all of this, after all.
A jet slammed by the window, rattling the glass. The roar of its engines followed, deafening in the narrow corridor between houses. Looking across the street, Cass saw the tiny figures of men in black kevlar climbing the building across from theirs, and a kind of despair reached her. 
There was no possible way they could get out of this, not anymore.
 

 
Near to Earth, the faint lines of the physical can be seen from the Barrier like a lit room through water. A swarm of beings hover over three ghosting human forms. The Rooks know a third seer exists there, too, but they cannot see him as long as he remains outside the Barrier.
It doesn’t matter. The hovering shadows are little more than sentries, left behind as the real work screams above.
I barely feel this...then it is gone.
I am the real work.
I streak through a star-filled night sky, running for my life. I try to make myself invisible but can’t, so I jerk and jump, reappear and am hit, slammed, run over...all lines leading to my body snarled and confused, broken and dead-ending. Prisons appear around me, mirages that look like hard walls, bright lights, even distant stars. They pull at me, tempt me with inviting vibrations, darting closer before I manage to twist away from their hard fire.
I am not sure how I came to be here.
I remember Revik. I remember us kissing, his hands pulling me tighter against his body, the feel of his light, him asking me...
But now everywhere I turn, silver eyes glow at me, chasing me through an endless-feeling night. They appear all around me as I try to move faster. They are looking for a way in, even as I look for a way out. I try desperately to get ahead of them, looking for any door or passage or tornado-like tunnel that might lead me out of this place. I try to feel Vash...Revik...even Maygar and Chandre...but the more I call to them, the more silver bodies converge around me.
I am too late. They are closing.
All around me rustle glimpses of presence and chiseled light.
Eyes and hands appear and disappear...they belong to more beings than I can count. Precise, lifeless, they slam into me, knocking me further off-balance. I turn, change course, change the vibration of my light, disappear...reappear. I look for resonance with something beautiful, something not-them, but more appear all the time, until I feel...
ALLIE!
Relief floods my light. He comes at me so quickly it shocks me. His light collides, then coils into mine, and briefly, we are alone.
Allie!
I feel him...all around me.
Shield! Disappear!
He hands me imprints, keys to lead me out through this winding tunnel or that one. I feel his intention...
No! I twine my light deeper into his. No! I’m not leaving you here!
They don’t know your light! You haven’t spent enough time with them...
They know yours!
Allie, I have ways to evade them on my own. You need to listen—
No! My anger flares. Don’t leave me like you left Elise!
Laughter echoes around us. 
I hit a wall, one I did not see, and come to a painful stop. Before I can reverse, I lose him. He is pulled away from me so fast it is like mist evaporating from my fingers. Then I am inside a blank room with four walls. I can’t feel Revik, but I hear him, for one last—
Allie! Don’t wait for me!
I throw myself in the direction of his voice, but another wall separates us. I crash into that one, too, end up bathed in stinging threads. Red eyes surround me, shimmering hands and torsos. Dozens of them hook into my light, but Galaith’s is the only presence I feel.
Let us go! Please!
I know how futile my words sound, how meaningless. There is nothing else to say.
Please, please…let him go! Please!
Galaith’s face appears, alone. The silver bodies and red eyes recede.
I focus on him as the grayish space around me grows silent. Galaith’s features flicker like candlelight. His dark eyes meet mine, without precise color or form, yet I see hints of teeth, stretched lips and facial creases.
He is smiling.
Hello, Liego, he says.
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GALAITH
 
 
Galaith waits patiently as I stand there, studying his silver-white form.
I stall for time in a timeless space, looking for a way out of this featureless box. In the Barrier’s shifting dark, Galaith doesn’t look like a seer...but he looks even less alike to the blurred, sheep-like lights with which I now associate humans.
Watching currents move through his hands, face, neck and legs, I don’t know if I feel fear, calm, anxiety, anger. Coloring it all, an odd feeling of familiarity lives in our stares back and forth. I know I am being influenced by the silver light in this...but it is different than when Ivy had me. Here the influence is easy instead of fascinating. 
The normality of him, of being here, is almost cloying. Calm seeps in, the desire to entwine with the silver strands...or, rather, the lack of desire to fight them. The landscape looks different to me too, almost serene. I know I am being influenced, but I can’t seem to—
You worry yourself needlessly, he says to me.
He waves a fluid hand, breathing out that same soft indifference.
Every construct carries its own flavor, Liego.
I feel the part of me that slides down that path with him. I try to come at it logically and fail.
What do you want? I say finally.
His light body changes from pure aleimi to the semblance of matter. In a heartbeat he stands at perfect ease, a faceless, tailored blue suit, elegant on a muscular form—middle-aged, from the shape of his torso, and in very good shape. Dark hair grows on hands with manicured nails, interspersed with a few strands of gray. He wears a ring bearing an iron cross.
The cross disappears as I notice it.
What do you want? I say again. ...Haldren?
I feel his smile at my childish attempt to even the playing field. My pretense of knowing as much as he does is meaningless...I have no cards here. Inside his world, my mind is laid bare. He knows I don’t really remember.
I don’t believe the seers’ view of me. He knows that, too.
Ah, he says. But I do remember, Liego. I remember it all so well...
His voice pulls at me, the coax of mutual dialogue, but that familiarity just irritates me.
When I fold my arms, I am distracted.
My hands are now gloved in cream-colored satin at the end of bare upper arms. I wear an emerald ball gown with thin straps, similar to what Revik’s wife wore at a party in Berlin, only dyed green to match my eyes. A wedding ring adorns one gloved finger. It affects me to see it, which I’m sure is his intention...or maybe a Rook’s attempt at humor.
I look over only to see myself in a wall-length mirror. My hair is piled on top of my head in elaborate curls, studded with diamond pins and peacock feathers. The reflection shows a cavernous room behind me. High, carved ceilings arc over pillars that stretch off into the distance, diminishing into darkness.
Only the swastikas are absent.
Cute, I tell him. Did you bring me here to critique my wardrobe?
Galaith laughs. Strangely, it sounds genuine.
I have missed you, Liego, he says fondly.
I look down the cavernous hall. Paved now in black volcanic glass, the corridor is draped in thick curtains of purple and green vines. Water drips down from a cracking ceiling above a rectangular reflecting pool. Ancient, cypress-like trees grow through one of the walls. I see a bird alight on a massive root. It sings a song that stirs something in my memory. At the nudge of Galaith’s mind, I look up. A high, blue sky is visible through the crumbling stone.
He wants me to remember. But I don’t remember, not really.
I frown. What do you want? I say again.
He shrugs with a manicured hand, seer-fashion. I want to relieve you of the burden of your so-called destiny. He smiles. I am trying to stop a war, Liego. A war you seem as determined as ever to bring.
My feeling of unreality worsens. You think I want war?
Galaith’s eyes remain serious through the shifting mosaic of his face.
I think you will bring it anyway, he says. I realize it likely would not be intentional, old friend. Believe me, I do. Probably more than anyone, I understand this. I know it tears you up, each and every time. I know you dread coming here.
His eyes flicker between the moving panes of his face.
I can help you, Liego. Do not doubt that I can. You can live life outside that singular role. You could be married...really married. Without having to worry that your mate or children will be tortured or killed simply because of who you are...
My light seizes around a vision of Revik, one I realize Galaith is providing me, but one that is so recent I flinch at how real it appears. I see his neck, the clothes hanging on his long frame, the slight limp in his walk as he crosses the study floor.
The image morphs.
I see my mother’s graying, staring eye, lost in a face covered in blood. I see the scar bisecting Cass’s beautiful face...Jon’s bandaged hand.
My silk-clad arms fold tighter, cutting off air I don’t even need in this place.
There is a moment where I hear only the distant trickling of water on volcanic stone.
Galaith refrains from smiling out of politeness.
Do not worry about your mate, he says. He will not judge you for taking this road. He has seen too many wars to welcome another.
...and I am in a dim room.
A single hanging lamp sways above dirt floors. The room lives underground, smelling of mold and blood. White-washed walls like pale skin bleed dark rivulets of mud leaking from badly patched cracks. It is hot, and insects flicker over sweated flesh near a metal table.
The dead body of a young Asian man slumps in a chair.
I don’t see him at first, but I am not surprised when he is there. Revik’s arms lay folded across a broader, more muscular chest. His black hair hangs longer, and he wears a Rolling Stones T-shirt and jeans with motorcycle boots.
Terian, the same Terian I know from Golden Gate Park, is there too, hunched over the body of the dead Asian boy, trying to saw off one of his ears. Cursing, he tosses aside the knife, which is rusted where not covered in blood.
“Damn it, Revi’...hand me that razor, will you?”
The taller seer takes his weight off the wall.
Picking up a sling blade from a nearby table, he flips it open and hands it to Terian wordlessly. Revik doesn’t move away but continues to watch Terian work, tugging a hand-rolled hiri out of his pocket and lighting it after a few tries with a silver lighter. Exhaling sweet-smelling smoke, his expression doesn’t change as Terian saws determinedly through skin and cartilage to remove the dead man’s ear. 
Terian grumbles at him as he works.
“...You could have let him live long enough to give me a turn,” he says. “What, did he remind you of someone?”
Revik shrugs. “The maggot wanted to die.”
Terian glances up, chuckles. “So this was a humanitarian gesture, then?” He turns his concentration back to the ear. “I hate to tell you, my friend...but most humans who meet you grow to feel that way in time.”
Terian straightens an instant later, a triumphant look on his face. He shows Revik the mutilated ear. Already the blood coagulates, barely a trickle from the stopped heart.
Revik’s voice holds a thread of disgust.
“Why do you keep those?”
“Are you kidding? The press eats this shit up. ‘Vietnam’s own Jack the Ripper’...or hadn’t you heard?” Reaching into a coat pocket, Terian pulls out a playing card, the Jack of Spades. Flipping it over in his fingers, he sticks it in the dead man’s mouth.
“That’s you?” Revik shakes his head. “Jesus, Terry.”
At the grin on Terian’s face, Revik snorts a half-laugh.
“We need to get you a pet.”
“Yeah, speaking of that.” Terian cocks an eyebrow at him. “Remember that jaguar you picked up for me in Brazil?”
Revik grunts another laugh. “I don’t want to know.”
“Anyway,” Terian says, as he raises the ear to the light. “It’s not only me...Galaith wants me to plant this stuff.”
“Why?” Revik says.
I hear only curiosity in his voice. His eyes rest empty, flat...I barely recognize him. Yet, oddly, he carries a kind of easy male confidence that makes him look almost handsome, despite his angular features.
I tell myself I knew what he was.
He’d been a Nazi before this.
But even working for the Germans, feeling lived in his eyes, something with which I could relate, even sympathize. I’d been told by the rest of them––Maygar, Vash, Chandre, even the seers training me back in India––that what Revik had done under the Rooks was exponentially worse than anything he did as a Nazi. Even so, it unnerves me beyond what my mind can articulate, seeing him this way.
It also occurs to me that I cannot unsee it.
Terian shrugs as he answers him.
“Why?” he says. “How should I know why? Why does Galaith want us to do anything? Recruitment? Fear? Shits and giggles?” Wrapping the ear in a clean, white handkerchief, Terian shoves the whole thing in a pocket and claps Revik on the shoulder. “Let's get a drink. I need a fuck before we do the next bunch, and I know you do...”
The dark, blood-smelling room fades.
I find myself back in Revik’s London study once it has.
Galaith sits before me on the worn leather couch, drumming his fingers on a creased arm. The picture of my parents still sits on the marble mantlepiece. One of my sketches stands next to it, a charcoal I did of Revik while he was still following me in San Francisco. More of my drawings spill out of an open drawer in the nearby desk, spread out on the floor in a fan position. 
I see more images of Revik, of my brother, of the Pyramid.
I recognize all of them.
I was kind, Galaith says. You must know I could have shown you far worse.
Yeah, I say dryly. ...Very kind. If you’d shown me anything too over the top, I could have dismissed it as pure insanity. Instead you show me a rational version, knowing I’ll never forget it.
Galaith chuckles in genuine pleasure, slapping the end of the couch.
Very good, Alyson! Perhaps you have some intelligence in this life, after all.
My light clenches, knowing this is a jab, too.
He knows I am aware of the gap between me and the other seers...and especially between me and Revik. I know how slow I seem to all of them, how stupid because I can do so little with my light. I remember playing chess with Revik in Seattle, him showing me how to drive, how to shoot, how to talk to machines...how to see anything at all with my light.
As I think about him, his presence grows stronger.
I also feel what Galaith’s show and tell has done to my light’s ability to find his.
Reluctance hovers there, doubt. I focus back on Galaith, find him watching me carefully. I fold my arms tighter around my light body.
I thought Terian was the one who liked these stupid games, I say angrily.
Galaith makes a dismissive gesture with one hand.
These are not games, Liego, he says. And you are wrong...I do not judge you for your newness. Nor do I confuse this for lack of intelligence. Nor does your mate.
I don’t argue with him, but I don’t believe him, either.
So where is Terian? I say. Out torturing more people in your name?
Galaith’s countenance darkened, meaning the tenor of the shifting planes of his face. He looks at me, and I feel the warning in his light.
Terian is dead, he says. An unfortunate necessity...but he was out of control. There will be others like him, Liego. They will do the same and worse to get to you...and I won’t be able to reach them all in time.
Drumming his fingers, he lets out a long breath, as if to calm himself.
Do you honestly believe you owe allegiance to the Seven? he says, his voice accusing. Or to that seven-hundred-year-old seer, Vash? Their myths and superstitions mean nothing to you...do not lie to me or to him by pretending otherwise.
His voice sharpens. I feel the pull strengthen behind his words.
If you think Vash will keep you and yours safe, Liego, you should speak to your husband. He could tell you a few things about the Seven’s willingness to sacrifice the loved ones of others for their precious Code and its ‘higher’ goals. 
The eyes inside that endlessly moving face stare up at me. 
Don’t you ever wonder how he was able to work for the Nazis and also be a member of their nonviolent club? he asks. Hasn’t this ever struck you as a bit hypocritical, Liego?
It has.
Yes, I say, unnecessarily.
Galaith smiles, but I feel no humor there. Well, perhaps this will give you more reason to forgive your mate for what I showed you before...
An image appears out of the dark.
I see Vash and Revik sitting on a sandy floor, inside what looks like a high-ceilinged cave. They are talking seriously, hunched together over food and drink, with papers strewn about them on the sand. I cannot hear their words, but Revik wears a German infantry uniform, a swastika band around his arm. A third seer is with them, a middle-aged male with sharp, gray eyes, chestnut hair and chiseled features. He is handsome, almost startlingly so. Handsome enough to be a movie star, if one a few years past his prime.
It was all planned, you see, Galaith says. Vash and the Adhipan deliberately planted Dehgoies in Germany. He encouraged him to work for the Nazis...to fight for them, even if it meant watching his own people be put to death.
He smiles, and the mirage disappears, to be replaced by the image of a gothic church.
I feel my light tense as Revik appears in the doorway of that church. He is wearing a tuxedo, smiling, holding the hand of Elise, who wears a wedding dress so stunning she looks like a living doll. Her hair is sleek and filled with what look like tiny diamonds.
They both look so happy it is difficult to look at their faces for long.
Revik raises a hand, waving at a crowd throwing flower petals.
He was placed there to be recruited by me, Galaith continues. To infiltrate my burgeoning network. But then the Seven stood by while his wife was killed...
The image of Revik and Elise fades, leaving Galaith and I in the dark.
As a result, your husband rethought his allegiances, and who would blame him? The Seven could have intervened. They did not...believing interference to be “immoral.” Dehgoies realized that no matter what the method, it is better to try and make things better, to not stand idly by while atrocities are committed...
I am fighting my own emotions, staring at Galaith’s morphing face.
He shrugs with one hand, and I feel sadness on him.
Something happened to make him want to return to them, he says. I do not know what. I even considered sabotage by the Seven themselves. What I do know is this: by then, I thought of Dehgoies as a son. I was devastated when he left me.
The image of Revik in that tux won’t leave me. He looked so...happy. I’ve never seen him happy like that, not in person. Not even in the Barrier.
Galaith pats my light arm. He shakes his head in sympathy, clicking his tongue.
Vash and I made a pact. After we separated your mate from that part of his life, we each agreed to leave his mind alone. His voice sharpens. You broke that promise, Liego. I don’t know how you did it, but you managed to give him back some portion of what he lost... 
His voice turns grim, openly accusing.
I sincerely hope you have not hurt more than helped him in this, Liego...
Looking up, I glimpse the dark clouds of the Barrier.
I ask for a nudge in one direction or the other, something to tell me what to do, what will do the least harm. I know this is childish too...but I feel lost in all of this, all of these things I only partly understand. 
Revik was right. Anything I thought I was doing was likely just me being manipulated, me falling for the same machinations as everyone else. I would never be smart enough to beat these people. I’d been kidding myself. Or distracting myself, maybe.
But I still cannot bring myself to give in. Even if I should, I can’t. I know that I’ve been wrong about almost all of it so far...but it doesn’t make any difference.
I cannot give in. I cannot.
I realize this, and it is almost a relief.
...and then I am somewhere else.
It is not where I would have hoped.
No great flash of insight or understanding greets me. Instead, it is ordinary, mundane memory. I stand before a leaking espresso machine. Wet coffee grounds cover the front of my waitressing uniform as Revik watches me from a corner booth. He looks tired, and I know him now, so I see it in him. Still, he is watching me, and I see other things there, too.
He watches me minutely, I realize.
I make him nervous, fascinate him, but he feels he knows me, too. He wishes he could approach me. He wishes he could just tell me who he is. I still manage to embarrass him. Hearing me and Cass speak to one another, he feels foolish for having bought the shirt he saw me admiring in that shop, and something in this touches me deeper than I can express.
Over me, the television blares.
Suddenly, I know what I am supposed to see.
...and then the image vanishes.
A stone holding cell morphs around me in its place.
Dark and dirty, it feels more mundane to me now, too, as if I am there in a less emotional reality, one that lives outside of Revik’s subjective mind. Two men enter that dim, dank-smelling space, pausing at the door to stare at the prisoner chained inside. One of them has no face. Revik raises shackled hands, blinking against the shock of light. As I watch, the blurred lines of the faceless man begin to clarify.
Features appear behind a sheen of liquid light. I see the outline of a handsome face, not completely young, but a young middle-age.
He studies the man on the bench, smiles.
“Rolf Schenck?”
...and then the four of us stand on a hill above lines of SS, where the third of three gasoline tanks already burns. When it explodes, the shock rips holes in the turf, throwing wood and iron as shrapnel, tearing into the bodies of the standing men.
Terian hits Revik playfully on the chest, then starts down the hill at a run.
“What are you?” Revik asks Galaith.
“Perhaps you should ask yourself that question, Rolf...”
I know who you are, I breathe, softer.
...and again, I fight with an espresso maker. A television blares over the bar, where the President of the United States smiles at a press conference. Young, charismatic, the whole world looks up to him. Cass walks up to me in her waitressing uniform, and she looks incredibly young to me now, an overgrown child compared to the woman I was jealous of in London.
“Jon's here,” she says. “So is your buddy.”
...and I stand in Revik’s study, pointing a gun at Revik.
My eyes glow a pale green, faintly visible in the sunlight from the windows.
“Allie.” Tension vibrates his words. “I would tell you, I swear I would—”
Revik! I step closer to him, inserting myself between him and the version of me holding the gun. I remember that moment in Germany, where the younger Revik seemed to look at me, too. I had thought he was dead then, but he wasn’t.
He’s not dead now, either.
Revik, I’m here! I wave my arms idiotically. REVIK! Look at me!
“...Even if I did,” he says to the other me. “I don’t remember—”
REVIK! I scream, desperate. I slam into him with my light. LOOK AT ME!
He turns, staring at me. The echo fades.
For an endless pause, he just stands there, looking at me through clear eyes, staring at me from a few meters away. His eyes shift between the past me and the present...
For the moment, Galaith is gone.
It is only us.
Revik...I’m here! I run forward, grasping hold of him with my light. When he tries to look at the past me again, the one holding the gun, I shake his arm. No! This already happened! Where are you now? Can you show me?
The London apartment melts. I feel him slowly come back awake...
Positive flashes to negative. 
He hangs in a dark space, immobilized by silver strands. They feed on him. Eyes roll back in pleasure as they draw on his light, a near sensual repose. In terror, he cries out...
...and in the study, Revik staggers.
I hold his arm tighter, supporting him with my light. He looks back at the version of me frozen in time, the determination on my face as I grip the Lugar in my hand. Cass, Jon, Eddard and Maygar all stand frozen in various poses as they react to a scene that can no longer be played out, that is already over. Then Revik looks at me, and his eyes change. 
This time, he sees me. He really sees me.
Allie? Where are we?
Revik. You’re really here... Looking at him, my happiness fades. I feel the weakening of his light, the hunger of the beings behind him. He is dying. I clutch his arm tighter. Revik, listen to me. Can you get out, if I distract them?
Allie, he says. No. No, I won’t leave you...
I kiss his face. You won’t have to. The succession order...do you remember how it works? How the pieces fit together?
Confusion darkens his features. I don’t have it, Allie.
I have it, I tell him. You gave it to me, remember? On the ship? But all I have are the numbers. I need you to make sense of it. Can you remember enough to do that?
His eyes shine with a faint light. But something is there, some glimmer of recognition. I can only hope it is enough.
Yes, he says. ...I think so.
I kiss him again; I can’t help it. As I do, I hear it, the whispering of the numbers, the sound I haven’t stopped hearing for months.
I look up at Revik. Seeing the distance in his eyes, I shake his arm, gripping him tighter. Revik, listen to me. You were working for Vash. You were a Nazi for Vash. Do you remember? You let them recruit you. You’ve carried the succession order ever since...for Vash. For all of us.
Doubt fills his face.
After a pause, he shakes his head. No, Allie.
Don’t argue with me, Revik, I send. I know this is true. Just trust me. Trust me on this, please. You’re one of the good guys. Don’t let yourself die...please.
I slide my light into his, and feel him react as I show him the numbers. Even inside his confusion, his light connects with them easily, with a familiarity that is clear in the space. I watch him unlock the key to the succession order, until I can see it, too. It expands around us in clean, geometric shapes, rotating with a visual mathematical dance I cannot look away from.
Relief fills my light. Awe, too. I see it. Do you?
When the numbers light up around us, a faint wonder touches his eyes.
Yes, he says.
They’re ready, I tell him. Vash and the others. I think I can get a signal to them. Wait for me. I kiss him again. I love you. Wait for me...please.
His eyes change. Then, before he speaks, his outline fades.
Terror reaches me, that feeling of being ripped in half. I feel it fleetingly in my heart, that I may never see him again.
Then I am alone, in an endless chasm of dark...but light lives in the tiniest of fragments, and I finally know exactly what I’m supposed to do.
Drawing the numbers, Revik’s numbers, up and out of my light, I superimpose them over the model of the Pyramid itself...
...and imprint the succession order simultaneously into every seer in the Rooks’ network.
As I do, I realize I know.
I’ve known all along who the Head is.
 

 
One seer watches quietly, from a dark, remote corner of the Pyramid where he hides. 
There are crevices even here, even in the group mind. Places to hide inside the inter-connectivities that the Pyramid cultivates. Places where the others don’t often go, where constructs live inside constructs and one can disappear into the silver strands, become a bare whisper inside the intricacies of the landscape.
The structure rotates in a prismatic dance, every light connected to every light...from Galaith to Xarethe to Dehgoies to himself. 
He hides here, still as death.
It is not easy to remain unseen while crouching inside these lit strands, yet the Pyramid is his home. It encompasses everything he knows, terrifying and magnificent. It keeps him from the void. The shining, silver strands play a slow, intricate dance, one he knows better than the beats of his own heart. Its music lulls him, singing to him in the dark.
For the same reason, he feels it when she comes. Her music is different than his...so different, he knows the precise instant when she enters his home. He feels the conflict, the chaos she evokes...but at base, she is a tourist. Her husband is all that truly connects her to them.
Then, out of nowhere, he sees it.
The succession order is laid out neatly before him, a map of light connecting one Rook to the next, spread before him in perfect, beautiful lines. Like his brothers and sisters, he looks for the Head, tries to count how many steps he is from that highest, most coveted spot.
The Pyramid shakes.
Reflexively, he makes his light even more dim.
It takes him another moment to understand the cause of that instability, too.
They are killing one another. All around him, seers are attacking seers, hammering blows at one another, trying to destroy one another. Lower-level seers attack the lights they see above them, pausing only to defend against those seers who strike at them from below. 
He sees lights flicker and snuff out. He sees death and pain. He sees fighting and screaming...but also silence and rippled light, places where Rooks are dimming themselves as he has, trying to disappear. Already, though, more than half have joined the fray.
Terian is lucky. Lucky he will not be missed.
Lights flash brighter, then wink out. He feels the structure tremble, shuddering more seriously that time, more dangerously. He still cannot see the successor’s chair, but he is getting closer, rising higher all the time as he seeks it, ever-groping through metallic dark. He counts each place in the hierarchy, follows each place as one fits into the next. He ignores the chaos in his single-mindedness, as he traces them all the way up to where his light hovers...
Until he can see no further.
It is quiet there, and he is alone.
Eventually, the reason dawns on him.
Excitement flares his light, so that Terian makes himself briefly visible. He barely feels the ensuing blows, barely hears the cracking in several branches of his aleimi. They can’t touch him...not anymore. A smile lights up his being.
He occupies the successor’s chair.
He. Terian alone.
As the realization hits, he is already giving the signal.
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President Daniel Caine blinked to clear his vision.
Frowning, he stared around at the mostly older faces. Something was wrong. He could feel it, with every particle of his living light. He needed someone else at the table who felt it, too. Someone besides Ethan, who was, for obvious reasons, in absentia.
Caine barely noticed the silence as he surveyed the room.
That is, until the Secretary of State broke it.
“Sir?” As usual, the man sounded as if he were about to go into cardiac arrest. “Sir,” he repeated, as Caine knew he would until he turned and met the man’s gaze directly.
Once he had, the Secretary resumed in the same, caught-breath voice.
“The terrorists have been isolated, sir,” he said, flushing a darker red. “They no longer appear to be fighting back. The Prime Minister is asking whether you still recommend an air attack, sir. They now estimate twenty to fifty-five possible civilian casualties from that approach,  sir, even with the evacuations...and they no longer feel it’s necessary. Their Home Office Security is now recommending gassing the top floors, prior to any gunplay. I really think you should consider this approach, sir. I really do...”
Caine rose to his feet. Normally he would smile here, even tell a joke, but his ability to play that role evaporated about thirty minutes earlier, when the Pyramid network reported that his friend, Doctor Xarethe––meaning the real one––could not be located. He was now forced to assume that Terian, in one form or another, had killed her, too.
The thought more than displeased him.
To call Xarethe irreplaceable was an understatement in the extreme.
Other complications remained as well. Alyson managed to evade him somehow within his own network. That left the outstanding issue of what to do with Dehgoies if Caine found himself backed into a corner, forced to kill yet another of Revik’s mates.
Further, as much as he hated to admit it, Terian was right.
The entire cycle would be disrupted if he killed the Bridge now.
Making up his mind, Caine walked to a telephone sitting on an antique wooden cabinet to the right of the conference table. Without thinking, he picked up the old-fashioned receiver, held it to his ear and waited. Feeling eyes focused on the back of his head from the direction of the oval table, Caine realized only then that he could have used his earpiece to make the call. Or, more efficiently still, his newly implanted impulse-activated network receiver chip, or IAN. 
He ignored their collective stares anyway. At least, until it struck him that the old land line might be purely decorative.
It was one problem with long life. Old habits had a tendency to return under stress.
Caine lowered the handset to hang it up, when a voice rose, sounding tinny and far away. He returned the receiver promptly to his ear.
“You needed something, sir?” the voice repeated.
“James?” Caine felt his shoulders unclench. “Where’s Ethan?”
“Sir?” His security chief’s puzzlement wafted through the line.
“Ethan. Our Vice President. Where is he?”
“The Vice President is still housed at his residence, sir,” James said. “You said not to wake him.”
“Yes, well, I’ve changed my mind. I want him brought here. At once. To the bunker.”
The bunker. It was what his wife nicknamed the Cabinet’s main conference room when she first saw it, and the moniker stuck. She also called it the War Room, after that Peter Sellers movie mocking the 1950s paranoia about the Russians hoarding telekinetic seers.
Like a faraway strain of music, Caine felt something crack. He knew it was another piece of the Pyramid fissuring off. He realized James remained on the line.
“Wake him, will you?” Caine said. “As soon as possible. Tell him it’s an emergency.”
He was in the process of hanging up the old plastic handle, when the door to the bunker slammed open.
Caine’s eyes swiveled with all the rest. He found himself staring at the leaning, gasping figure in the door’s opening. For a long moment, nothing else broke the tense silence of the room. Everyone watched him clutch his chest, but like Caine, they didn’t move.
“Ethan,” Caine said at last. He cleared his throat, recovered slightly. “Ethan...my god. You look terrible. What happened?”
Ethan Wellington, the Vice President of the United States, gripped the door frame, leaving a smear of blood on the white-painted wood. He still breathed in pants, holding his chest with one hand, wearing a trench coat over what looked like bare feet and pajamas.
How the hell he had gotten there, from the Vice Presidential mansion through security, Caine’s mind began...
Then, in the same set of breaths, he dismissed the lingering doubt. 
This might work even better. Let the whole Cabinet see the terrorist attack with their own eyes. Whatever Ethan said at this point could hardly matter, when Caine could simply have his seers manipulate the memory of every human in the room.
“Ethan.” Caine’s voice emerged stronger. “I just called James to fetch you. Are you all right? What happened?”
Ethan gave a half-gasp. It resembled a laugh.
He raised his head to stare at the President, and the expression on his face took Caine aback. A lot more of Terian lived inside that single body now, Caine realized. A lot more. 
Caine’s infiltrators had been busy.
Turning from Caine, Ethan addressed the others, his brown eyes flashing amber in the reflected light.
“I have ordered the Secret Service to arrest President Caine.” He gasped, forcing out words. “I’ve asked for him to be detained...”
The Secretary of State laughed nervously.
“What charge?”
Galaith turned. Rogers had spoken, his Chief of Staff.
“Attempted murder,” Ethan said. Wincing in pain, he clutched his side. “Conspiring with enemies of the United States.” His eyes flickered up like spotlights, meeting Caine’s. “I’ll probably know of a few more things he’s done by the end of the day...he’s mentally unhinged.”
Caine shook his head in bewilderment. “What possible benefit can you see from this, Ethan?”
The question meant more than anyone at the table could possibly know.
Taking a step towards the door, Caine snapped his fingers at the porter standing at the back of the room. “What in god’s name are you waiting for?” he snapped at the man. “Call for medical help. Now! The Vice President’s obviously been hurt!” 
Caine walked towards Ethan, thinking he would just use the Barrier to knock him out...
Ethan backed away with another short laugh.
Before Caine could reach the door, Jarvesch, the Secretary of Defense, got to her feet and inserted herself between them. She approached Ethan’s bent form, touching his shoulder even as a kitchen staffer wheeled in their breakfast on a pushcart stacked with silver trays and crystal juice containers. Caine heard the porter ask for the White House physician over the central speaker as the wheels of the cart squeaked jerkily across the floor. 
The kitchen staffer brought everything to the long cabinet nearest Caine and began unloading trays laboriously.
The secret service agent by the door clicked his fingers to get the staffer’s attention, frowning when the man didn’t turn.
Caine only noticed this peripherally. 
Tensing, he watched Jarvesch take Ethan’s arm, looking into his face. Then she cried out, opening his coat.
“He’s been shot!” She turned to the rest of the room. “He’s been shot several times! God, Ethan! What happened?”
The kitchen staffer stood stock still, gaping, holding a towel in one hand and the handle of the cart in the other. He stared at the Vice President along with the others.
Then he turned, facing President Caine.
Before anyone could move, before Caine glanced at him really, the staffer raised the towel and squeezed off three rounds in rapid succession. 
Caine turned towards the sound, but too late. The slowed-down vision of the Barrier allowed him to witness the last shot, almost as an abstraction.
It didn’t allow him to get out of the way.
Smoke came from the gun’s end, the hand jerked, and then...
Panicked yells fill the bunker. 
Caine is somehow on the floor.
He fights to breathe, but he’s got a frog in his throat. He tries to clear it, chokes. He hears them, hears the shots echo in his ears well after the fact, but really all he sees is the towel, the blank look on the man’s face, the strange clarity in his eyes.
Caine stares at the ceiling, wonders that he felt no warning from the Barrier. He breathes in labored inhales and stuck exhales, breathing as if through water. He hears a struggle, the breaking of glass, but that’s far away, too. He wonders how anyone could have gotten past his security, that of the Pyramid more than that of the human compound, although that’s not inconsiderable either.
Then he remembers.
Something was wrong. Something happened to the Pyramid. 
Liego disappeared, and then...
Ethan is there. Ethan kneels heavily, still clutching his own side. Ethan Wellington, Harvard graduate and decorated soldier, is an entity almost separate of Terian in Caine’s mind. Their wives are best friends. Their kids go to the same school. They vacation together, stood up at each other’s weddings. As Ethan crouches next to him, Galaith and Caine bleed over as well; for an instant, he believes his friend is there to help him. 
Then he sees the gleam in Ethan’s eyes, the yellow glow behind brown irises, threads of those other fragments woven into the stable facade of his friend from Massachusetts.
The Pyramid shudders in those eyes...and the threads cross.
Caine feels grief. Fewer bodies exist in which Terian can hide. Fragments of his aleimi crystallized into darker stains weave in with the rest, looking through the same amber irises. Caine knows insanity lives there. He feels responsible.
Ethan leans closer. Anyone watching would see a concerned colleague reassuring his mortally-wounded friend.
“We may indeed prove to be the inferior race,” he breathes to Caine. “...But at least we can shoot straight.”
Gazing up at the antique lamps hanging over the war room table, Galaith chuckles, in spite of himself.
Then, emotion overcomes him, bringing tears to his eyes.
“Feigran,” he chokes through fluid. “Forgive me.”
He can no longer see the Bunker. Lying on the grass, he gazes up a dense clouds. He is surprised when an opening presents itself there, where for the barest instant, he sees the flames of a blue-white sun. But the sun does not brighten his eyes for very long. 
Through that same gap, a glint of asteroids beckon, cold but beautiful. Below, in a room filled with humans, the body Galaith used in this very long lifetime finally gives out.
As it does, the Thousand roll over, claiming him for their own.
 

 
I feel Haldren expel his last breath. A flurry of lines and pulleys unravel as he does, leaving with what remains of him. I watch the Dreng gather up those fragments, pulling him into the cold, flaming center of their silver clouds, claiming him as one of their own. I watch his aleimi...or soul, or whatever is left of him now...as they take it away, disappear him into those dense, metallic strands.
I am shocked by a sharp flicker of grief.
But I cannot dwell on that for long, either.
His absence leaves a hole at the top of the Pyramid. The structure loses its silver sheen as the cold of the Dreng’s light evaporates. They disappear like inhaled smoke from the physical world, leaving an oddly full silence.
I send up a flare.
I don’t have long to wait. Vash and his seers: Yerin, Jalar, Mutkar, Fley, Maya, Itru, Tarsi, Samantha, Inde, Argo, Jet, Anale, Keeley, Maygar, Naomi, Hondo, Dorje, Tan, Inge, Derek, Ullysa, Mika, Chinja, Alex, Garensche, Tenzi, Cohen...they all come. They come separately and together, along with countless lights I don’t know, faces I’ve never seen in outside.
Late to the party, Revik joins us, too.
He is battered, beaten up, but he is there.
They greet me and one another, lights interwoven, combining and recombining in new patterns. I flash the plan, the plan they created, and we unite in concert...a single vision. 
Human lights shine with us, too...Jon, Cass, Jaden, Sasquatch, Frankie, Angeline, Sarah, Nick, the man at the toll booth on the way into Canada, the couple who paused at the door of the diner because they were worried Revik would hurt me. The people on the Royal Faire cruise ship. My mom and dad. My uncle Stefan.
Feeling them all there together brings a wash of hope, a sudden laugh.
And then, in a flash, we disperse.
 

 
“NO!” Terian screams.
He watches the receding cloud of the Dreng, realizes the danger too late. He feels the shift below his feet, and struggles to counteract, to weave himself into the void above.
“NO! NO! NO!”
Out of nowhere, seers surround him.
These aren’t the seers of the Rooks. These wield a sharp, white, painful light, one that burns everything in its path, everything it touches, ripping through strands and connections that hang dead and lifeless, temporarily inert without the Dreng.
And not just seers...he feels humans among his attackers.
The Pyramid fights to reform, to pull him up and out, to align him with the top spot, but the murderers intervene, again and again, ripping apart threads each time they touch his light, killing or disconnecting more and more of his drones.
He feels her. She laughs at the carnage...laughs.
His hatred rises, a crushing need to kill, even as the last whispers of light connecting him to the Dreng’s clouds snap and fray. 
The Pyramid teeters.
Pieces unlock, above and below. Terian hears it, as the cracks build momentum, as the fissures move from segment to segment, tearing through dark, quiet structures, one by one. More and more of them fall, breaking apart like compressed ash, until he can only stand there and watch, unable to believe what he is witnessing.
Thrown clear, Rooks scatter like so many rik-jum cards, ripped from their moorings like birds thrown from straw nests. Light from the feeding grounds disperses, dumping power from the Pyramid’s base. The seers of the Rooks begin to panic.
Those still hooked into the network begin feeding off one another, killing one another for light. Terian watches in horror as more pieces fall, crushing panicking seers, tearing abilities and knowledge from the communal pools. Lifetimes’ worth of accumulated structures crumble to dust, no longer able to hold to the shared mind of the Pyramid, useless without it. Terian’s own structures begin to flicker, too, then to crack, dimming more as the pools unravel.
He feels it as a drop in power so severe that at first he thinks he is dying.
Then, it gets worse. He feels the Pyramid detach.
It breaks away, Headless.
Terian feels her again. She laughs happily above that whispering dark, and he hates her for the sheer joy he feels in her light.
He screams into the reaches of the Barrier, calling the Dreng back.
But it is too late. The gap between the silvery clouds and the creation stretches too long.
The Dreng are nowhere to be found.
 

 
I spin through a weave of multicolored light, laughing without knowing why, tears flowing down my light face. I have never been so happy. Light dismantles the Pyramid while I watch, tearing it off from its broken moorings. 
Souls disperse like leaves freed by a warm breeze.
I feel humans on different continents blink, come awake.
Even in their pain, their innocence brings up so much feeling I laugh again, unable to help myself, with no other way to express it. Light pours from the Barrier itself, a cleansing torrent that blasts away the dusty, broken remnants of the Dreng.
The lynchpin pulled, I have only to watch.
It is the break in the clouds...sunrise without annihilation. 
Then, I feel something else.
Allie, he says. It’s time to go. We’re in danger...
I open my eyes, fighting to see through the light...
 

 
...and found myself lying on something hard that jutted into my back. I was in a dust-filled space, colored only by light from a small, square window with rose-tinted glass. 
I looked around, trying to get my bearings.
Revik’s long body lay next to mine. A low boom trembled the floor beneath my back. It brought down dust, and the sound of coughing around me, some male and some female. I saw a broken lamp swinging from the ceiling above, and realized I lay in a stairwell.
Voices grew audible above me.
I heard Maygar first. “Well, we can’t stay here!”
“You heard what Eddard said,” Jon said. “The next floor is completely blocked! We’ll have to...” Jon held a gun when his eyes swiveled to my face and widened. He nearly dropped the gun. “Allie...jesus! You’re awake!”
I looked over at Revik, whose chest rose and fell as he lay on his side on the same wooden steps as me. His eyelids flickered, enough that I hoped he’d come back half-conscious. I fought to sit up, to force myself upright, when I got hit with a sudden rush of dizziness.
Before I could fall, arms slid around my waist, catching me.
I glanced up, surprised to see Maygar.
“You’re back,” he muttered. He held me against his shoulder. Plaster drifted down from the ceiling as the building shook, dusting his hair. Maygar looked up as another booming sound rattled the windows.
“Is Cass okay?” I asked. “Where’s Cass?”
Her voice rose, shaky. “I’m here.” I saw her gripping her own shoulder, leaning against the stair’s handrail as she peered down at me. “What are we going to do?”
Maygar’s voice shifted into the tone of a military report. His words were directed at me, I realized, as if I was in charge.
“They’re blowing up entrances and exits...presumably in case we try to take control of their people,” he said. “I’ve counted at least twenty inside. I can’t feel any below the ground level, but it’s only a matter of time. They’ve got seers with them, and the elevators are all down, as well as everything in the building fitted with organics. They’ve got trank guns too, and gas.”
Maygar grunted, motioning his head towards Revik.
“Rook-boy taught them well,” he added sourly. “Eddard still hopes to get us out through the underground tunnel. He thinks it’s not on any of the plans, but they may have collapsed it by now. They could gas us at any minute. These two...” He nodded at Jon and Cass. “...Made us carry you both. It slowed us down too much.”
I smiled at him, shaking my head. “You want me to feel sorry for you because my friends wouldn’t leave me behind to die?”
His eyes flickered, once. “I wouldn’t have left you,” he said.
“Allie!” Cass said. “We have to get out of here!”
I looked at Revik. Remembering Terian’s scream of rage, I clutched his arm, sliding into his light to see how he was. He was weak as hell, but most of his aleimi had returned to his body. The pressure built behind my eyes as I felt Terian searching for us both.
Cass was right. We didn’t have much time.
“Get him up.” I clicked my fingers in Maygar’s face. “Now, Maygar! And wake him up more...he’s still in the Barrier. Give him some of your light!”
Maygar let go of me and crouched over Revik.
After shaking him once, he slapped his face, harder than absolutely necessary, I thought, but it seemed to do the trick. Once Revik’s eyes were open, Maygar grabbed his other arm, grunting as he hoisted him upright. He slid a shoulder under the taller seer’s arm, motioning for Jon to help him by supporting his other side.
Then I saw Maygar’s expression turn puzzled. He looked back at me.
“Something’s different. It feels like chaos. Like—”
“I know.” I studied his eyes, startled by his seeming unawareness of what had occurred. He didn’t seem to remember what we’d done to the Pyramid at all. “We have a window,” I told him, keeping my explanation short. “From the Rooks, at least. I don’t know for how long. And I don’t know exactly how it’ll affect them.”
“What about the barricades?” Jon said.
“And those soldiers on the stairs?” Cass said.
I looked around at all of them, hesitating. “Yeah. Okay. Maygar and I are going to need your help. You’re going to get tired. If it gets too bad, tell us, okay? We’ll lay off.”
“Allie?” Cass said. “Lay off what?”
I met her eyes. “We’re going to be draining you. Taking your light...as soon as things start,” I said. “I’ll take as much as you can possibly spare. Don’t ask me to stop unless you’re desperate. The main thing is going to be speed. Once we get closer to their humans, I’ll switch to draining them.” I looked up the stairs at Eddard. “Those charges Revik mentioned wouldn’t hurt either. The more we can distract them, the easier it will be to knock them out before they start firing...”
I trailed when Eddard held up a black bag. He shook it, to show me it was empty, then lifted some kind of hand-held remote device.
Getting the gist, I nodded, glancing around at the others.
I considered saying something else. Something encouraging, maybe, something inspiring or leader-like. But seeing the glazed looks I got in return, it struck me that we didn’t have time for that, either. I motioned for Maygar and Jon to follow with Revik, even as another booming sound brought dust sifting through the floor above.
Already, I can barely see for the light in my eyes.
“Stay behind us,” I hear myself say to the humans.
I feel Revik react, reaching for me, but only just.
 

 
The first explosion rocked the whole of the penthouse apartment, raining debris down on the crowd of onlookers standing in the street below. Windows shattered, car alarms went off as chunks of metal, plaster, paper, fabric, bits of wood furniture and wainscoting along with broken appliances, powdered glass and paint showered onto the street alongside the pieces of helicopter and smashed up cars that had been moved to the side to help reinforce roadblocks.
Detective of Home Office Security for England, Ronald Clement, spilled his coffee over the front of his shirt when the windows blew, ducking down behind a military van. 
He touched his earpiece, but his eyes found his partner, Detective Henry George, first.
“What in God’s name was that?” he shouted. “I thought we had them trapped in the stairwell?”
Henry pointed to the penthouse, as if the smoke billowing out the top floor windows was explanation enough. 
Clement tapped his headset pointedly. He felt the other detective click over, and immediately began to speak. “Henry? What happened?”
“Dunno. Where’s the head Yank? That’s their people, right?”
Another explosion blew out a set of windows on the penthouse floor. 
Clement ducked, then watched in disbelief as furniture rained down, including what looked like a four foot head from a Buddha statue. It caved in the front of a police car as it landed, crushing windshield and bonnet neatly into the asphalt. 
Clement barely had time to be grateful no one sat inside when the muffled sound of gunshots grew audible once more. Automatic rifles.
Henry motioned Clement to follow him behind a row of vehicles out of range of the falling debris. A woman in a dark, civilian suit stood there, drinking from a cup that came from a gourmet coffee chain and nodding to a man wearing the black uniform of the Sweeps. She didn’t stop speaking as they approached, although Clement saw her glance at them.
“Director Raven?” Henry said.
“...I don’t understand it, ma’am,” Clement heard the Sweep say to her. “Our people...half of them just collapsed. They won’t fight. The other half are completely out of control. They won’t listen to orders. Some even started shooting each another...”
The woman took a drink of her high-end coffee, her face unperturbed. “Gas the building with cyanide. If that doesn’t work, we’ll nuke the damned thing.”
Henry and Clement gaped at her, then at one another.
Even the Sweep looked confused. “Sir?”
“Kill them,” she snapped. “Do you hear me? This is no time to play footsie with her, not after what that bitch has done! Kill all of them!”
The man wearing the Sweep uniform saluted. Right before he turned to walk away, his face seemed to crumple strangely, turning almost childlike. 
“How did this happen?” he said. “What will we do, now that we no longer have—”
“Pull yourself together, Agent,” she hissed. “Or you’ll join her.”
“Director Raven?” Henry said, louder.
Clement gave Henry an irritated look, mainly for interrupting his eavesdropping.
The woman, Raven, the hotshot seer they sent down from Central to run the iceblood units, turned. Her blue eyes glinted shockingly light, and she stood taller than Clement had realized, at least an inch taller than he did himself. She wore her hair long, unlike any other breed of agent Clement could recall. It hung like a dark curtain around her porcelain, Asian-looking face, nearly black in color. Her high cheekbones and almond eyes hinted at her seer blood, but apart from her height, she could have been human. A really beautiful human, for sure. 
On her index finger, Clement saw a ring glint in the few wisps of sunlight. 
It looked German to him. A six-pointed cross.
“I think you understand what needs to happen here, soldier,” she said to the Sweep, still staring at Clement. “It’s time to clean up. That means our side, too.”
The Sweep nodded, his eyes still holding that dense, childlike grief.
Clutching his helmet in one hand, he wandered back towards the building, as though lost.
Director Raven smiled at Clement, her shocking blue eyes still holding that odd focus. She held up the paper cup in a kind of salute.
“Coffee?” she said, raising a charcoaled eyebrow.
A chunk of cement hit the street, flattening a letter box. It broke in two, sending up a plume of white spray after the larger piece crushed a yellow fire hydrant.
Then Clement saw Henry freeze, his face drain of blood. Turning away from the woman and from Clement himself, he clutched his earpiece as he listened.
“Can you repeat?” he shouted. After a pause, he cursed. “So it’s a sure thing. He’s really dead...”
“Who?” Clement said, bending closer. “Who’s dead?”
“Ron!” Henry shouted, not hearing him. “They shot the U.S. President! Gunned him down in their own White House! Looks like the VP’s not going to make it either...”
“What?” Ronald Clement stared at his old friend.
Behind him, another explosion rocked the white building.
He and Henry both ducked. When Clement turned, looking for the person who had been standing there, drinking her designer coffee and smiling at him with that striking face, he couldn’t find her. He scanned the nearby crowd, looking past uniforms and the crush of onlookers gawking from the first set of barricades.
But Director Raven was gone.
 



 
32
BRIDGE
 
 
A few blocks from Eaton Place, a manhole cover lifted softly from its resting place flush with the asphalt, revealing pale but dirty hands. As the cover rose higher, an equally dirty face grew visible, fitted with chocolate brown eyes and dusty black hair. The hands pushed the manhole cover to one side, planted themselves on the cement and hoisted up a muscular torso.
Maygar sat on the lip of the hole just long enough to get his balance.
He pulled up his legs behind him, then immediately reached back inside, clicking his fingers impatiently for someone to hand something up to where he could reach it. He glanced around as he caught hold of the clothing, then the arms of another, taller man and dragged him through the same opening. He pulled him clear, then laid him down on the pavement, frowning.
Bending over his inert form, he slapped him sharply on the cheek.
“No sleeping now, Rolf...wakey-wakey.” He slapped him harder, and the other man’s eyes flickered open. Once the clear irises could focus, he frowned.
“That’s right.” Maygar smiled. “It’s me, dickhead.”
“Oh, give it a rest, will you?” The girl climbing out of the hole had a long scar splitting her face and hair dyed bright red with several inches of black roots. She was helped up the last rungs by a long-haired man in a very dirty jacket that might once have been expensive, and a middle aged man with thinning hair and wire-rim glasses.
Behind them, another woman followed. She looked exhausted.
“Do we know where we are?” Cass said.
Maygar said, “No. But we’d best assume—”
“Wait,” Jon said. “Look.”
They all watched the woman who’d climbed out last.
Allie walked out into the middle of the street, aiming her feet towards a stretch limousine that had just turned the corner onto the small cul-de-sac where they all stood. She held up a hand...and the car came to a screeching halt.
The others exchanged looks, but only hesitated an instant before they picked up Revik and ran for the car. Maygar handed him off to Jon once they reached it, walking around to the driver’s side door. Sitting in the front seat, a man in a black suit and cap stared up and around at all of them, fear and confusion in his eyes.
“What the bloody hell—” he began.
Then his eyes went dead, like the power had been cut.
“Get out,” Maygar said.
The man obeyed.
Maygar, Eddard and Cass slid into the long front seat without waiting, locking the doors behind them. Jon climbed in the back with Allie and Revik. Putting the car in drive, Maygar wrenched the wheel, making the wide turn to get them flipped around and aimed towards the main road beyond the narrower stretch of buildings. Once he had, he saw a London police car pull up to block the entrance of the cobblestone road.
The eyes of the two cops looked crazed as they got out, like Night of the Living Dead crazed, and Maygar hesitated before craning his neck to look back at Allie.
“Two more, boss,” he said. “They’ve blocked the road.”
Allie glanced in the direction of the police car.
...and both officers fell to the ground in mid-walk.
Maygar stared, bewildered by the efficiency with which she’d done it, and to two seers, no less. Dehgoies couldn’t possibly have had time to train her so well. 
He’d heard mates could sometimes take on one another’s skill sets...
Maygar pushed that thought from his mind as well, but not before it tightened his jaw, bringing a low surge of anger.
“Can you just knock it out of the way now?” Allie asked him.
He continued to stare at her.
“The police car, Maygar,” she said. “Can you knock it out of the way?”
Maygar nodded, turning back to face the wheel, and the road. “Aye, aye.”
He reached the parked cruiser a few seconds later, driving fast enough to feel a little reckless. The limo passed through the opening by slamming into the front end of the cop car hard enough to push it out of the way, crushing in the right fender and losing a long gouge of black paint in the process.
Allie said, “Guns only. At least for the next few hours.”
They all gave the woman in the back seat a nervous look.
“Sure thing, boss,” Maygar said, clicking in dark humor.
 

 
I gripped the armrest of the limo we’d stolen as Maygar began to wind his way through roads and turnpikes leading out of the city. 
Funnily enough, I didn’t think much about the stealing part until then. It shocked me a little to realize how indifferent I’d gotten...even as I wondered whether the bar had anything to drink in the refrigerated compartment.
“Where are we going?” he said.
The voice asking was deep, with a German accent.
I glanced up, saw Revik looking at me. All of us had taken turns giving him light, but his eyes still looked glazed, faraway-seeming.
“India,” I said. “For now.” Remembering the others then, I looked between Cass and Jon, who sat in the front and the back of the car. “I have enough on my ident to send you both back to San Francisco, if you want.” I saw Cass’s eyes go flat just before I glanced at Jon. “...Only if you want. You can go anywhere.”
Jon said neutrally, “Anywhere but with you. Right, Al?”
I looked between them. “You know why I said that. God! You’d think I was the antichrist for not wanting to see either of you hurt again.”
Watching Jon’s mouth tighten as Cass gave me an outraged look, I exhaled in a sigh.
“You really want to come with us?” I said. “Hang out with a bunch of terrorist seers in the ass-end of a Third World country?”
Cass grinned. “What do you think?”
I looked at my brother, who only nodded. Seeing me beginning to relent, he leaned over to shove at my arm playfully.
“Besides...brother of terrorist. Hello? They’d put me in jail.”
“Me too,” Cass said cheerfully. “I’m a sympathizer.”
I shrugged, trying to act nonchalant. “Okay. But so you know...India smells bad. I mean...open sewer bad. The water’s not right. No matter how many showers you take, you never really get clean like at home. I can’t promise we’ll be doing anything but hiding, either, so don’t expect this kind of excitement on a daily basis. And wait until you try seer food...”
I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t relieved though, and Cass laughed.
I glanced at Revik, wondering how he’d take to the idea of my friends coming along, but he wasn’t looking at my face. As I’d leaned down to open the refrigerator, the chain I wore fell out of my shirt. Following his eyes down to the silver ring that dangled there, I felt my face warm. Before I could tuck it back into my shirt, he reached out and cupped it in his hand.
There was a silence as he fingered it.
I took a breath when he didn’t speak.
“Terian gave it to me,” I said. “To convince me you were dead, I guess.”
Hesitating again, I reached back to unhook the clasp. Before I could find it with my fingers, though, he caught my wrist, stopping me.
I glanced up. Seeing his face tighten, I swallowed.
“Don’t you want it back?” I said.
“No.” His eyes left the ring, meeting mine. For a moment he only looked at me, then he gestured vaguely, clearing his throat. “...It was my mother’s. My real mother’s.”
He paused again, as if unsure what to say next.
“I’d like you to keep it,” he finished.
I processed that information, feeling another whisper of pain when his eyes didn’t leave mine. Embarrassment reached me, but I couldn’t tell if it was his or mine, or both of ours. Maybe it was just an inability to deal with him that close, looking at me the way he was.
He let go of my wrist. Forcing my eyes away from his, I focused back on the small refrigerator, fighting to catch my breath.
“Do you want anything to drink?” I said. “You should eat something, Revik. It’ll help replenish your light.”
“Yes.” A second later, he reconsidered, gesturing negative. “...No, Allie. Not right now.”
“No?” I glanced back. “Are you sure? They probably have something in here you can eat. Even if it’s just juice or peanuts, or...”
I trailed when his arm coiled around my waist. Gently, he pulled me upright, then back into the corner of the leather limousine seat by the door. Leaning over where I sat, he half-trapped me there with his arms, turning to shield most of me from the rest of the car. For a long moment, with his light encasing mine, it felt almost like we were alone.
He just looked at me, his colorless eyes clear.
“Are you all right?” I said.
He shook his head. “No.”
He looked like he wanted to say more. He lowered his mouth to my ear, speaking in a near-murmur.
“I missed you, Allie,” he said. “...so much.”
Fighting a tightening in my throat, I braced against a sliver of pain that hit at my chest. I felt it in my fingers.
“I missed you, too.” My voice came out soft, lower than a whisper. “A lot, Revik...every day.”
Warmth pulsed off his light, but I felt him pull it back, restraining it.
I felt him wanting to say more. Finally, he caressed my face, his fingers gentle as he brushed hair out of my eyes.
“You saved my life,” he said. “...again, Allie.” His jaw tightened. “I don’t know why. I heard you. With Galaith. You have no idea how wrong you are...about what I think of you. You couldn’t be more wrong about that, Allie...”
Glancing up at him, I smiled a little, in spite of myself.
“Just a little slow, right?” I said, my voice teasing. “...A little worm-like?”
He gripped my hair. “You saved my life. Again, Allie.”
My smile faded as I looked at him. I watched his mouth harden, felt his fingers tighten on me as he searched for words.
“You’re all I’ve thought about,” he said. “For months, Allie...even before.”
I didn’t ask him before what. I was staring at him again, a little thrown.
Cautiously, I let my fingers trace his jaw. For a long moment, he didn’t move, letting me touch him as he held me against the seat. I caressed his neck, even his fingers, before going back to his face. I didn’t hide my reactions to how thin he was. I felt his light start to respond, coiling deeper into mine as he lowered his mouth. My hand tightened in his shirt as his lips touched my throat. I jumped when I felt his tongue glide over my skin.
He raised his head, his eyes glassed. He swallowed, staring at me.
I met his gaze, fighting disbelief.
“Are you going to leave me?” he said.
I stared between his eyes. Clearing my throat, I shook my head.
“No,” I said.
I saw tension leave his face. I could feel him wanting to say more. It hung there, between us, as he thought through words, as if practicing different ways to say it.
Then, he seemed to give up.
He leaned closer. His lips brushed my mouth, a near question.
I held my breath as he kissed me again. His light remained cautious, coiled around his body...I felt him feeding on me still, too, probably in reflex since he was still low on light. At my thought, he took my hand, placing it on the center of his chest. For a moment both of us just hung there as he pulled light through my fingers.
Then he made a low sound, lowering his mouth to mine.
We were kissing then. I felt nothing but restraint on him at first, a near caution as his fingers touched my hands. I was holding back, too, I realized...but when the pull grew stronger, I found myself opening. My light changed. I’d barely touched my tongue to his when I felt him react. He kissed me again, parting my lips, gasping a little against my mouth. I touched his face again, and he closed his eyes, leaning into my hand, sliding his fingers into my hair.
Then he had me pinned against the seat.
He kissed me harder, leaning his weight on me. When I clasped his neck, he made another low sound. I felt him asking me then, felt everything about him grow soft, melting into my light, against my body. Pain slid through me, almost debilitating, and he let out a groan, his hand clenching on my hip. He kissed me again, using light in his tongue. I realized he was hard, even as he started to open for real, to unfurl his light—
“Hey!” Jon thumped Revik on the back.
Both of us jumped.
“Chill out,” he said. “You guys are like teenagers, I swear.” He punched Revik’s arm. “That’s still my sister, man. Married or not...no way am I going to watch you two go native in here.”
I let go of him at once and Revik raised his head.
His eyes were out of focus, almost drugged, but he nodded to Jon’s words. I felt another set of eyes on me and glanced forward as Maygar looked away from the rearview mirror.
Only then did I realize how quiet the car was.
My eyes found Cass’s and she grinned at me, shaking her head. The scar pulled at her face when she smiled, changing its shape.
Even Eddard looked faintly amused in his one glance backwards.
Jon patted Revik on the leg. “Sorry, man,” he said. “Just wait until we get somewhere, okay?”
When the silence stretched, Maygar cleared his throat, leaning down to punch in the car’s audio feed.
“...This just confirmed,” the announcer’s tinny, avatar voice blared in an English accent. “...The President of the United States is dead. The White House physician issued a statement minutes ago, outlining how a series of gunshot wounds proved fatal after severing not one but two major arteries. The unidentified attacker first broke in and shot the Vice President, Ethan Wellington, in his state room at the Vice Presidential mansion, leaving him for dead before...”
I glanced over to see Cass gaping at the radio. Jon, on the other side of Revik, wore an expression that mirrored hers. Then all five of them were staring at me.
Maygar was the first to break the silence.
He snorted, glancing at me in the mirror.
“It was him, wasn’t it?” he said. “Galaith. El Presidente.” Reading the assent in my silence, he focused back on the road. “I don’t know what scares me more,” he said. “The idea that you’re on my side...or that you may not always be.”
“I didn’t kill him,” I said.
Maygar laughed. “No. You just made sure every seer who wanted him dead knew exactly where he was.” He muttered, “Brilliant, really. I’d have thought more would be loyal.”
“Some were loyal,” I said.
“Well at least one wasn’t,” Maygar retorted.
I glanced at Revik. He reached into my lap and took my hand, clasping my fingers tightly.
“You did the right thing,” he said.
I nodded, looking at our entwined fingers.
I glanced out the window. The sun finally peered through the overcast England sky. Even through thick pollution and clouds, columns of fogged gold cascaded down to illuminate discrete pockets of humanity and green lawn.
I thought about going back to that high perch in the Himalayas, with the monkeys and chai and golden eagles floating over strings of prayer flags and snow-covered mountains and trees. I thought about being there with Jon and Cass, hiking with them and hanging out in the markets, going swimming and exploring and making friends with the other seers.
I thought about being there with Revik...and I smiled.
When I glanced up, he was staring at me. He touched my face when I averted my gaze, and I felt a pulse of warmth off him, affection that slid into something else, that grew almost tentative as it expanded soft tendrils through my chest. It strengthened as I gripped his hand, until I was sending the same back to him, tugging gently on his fingers.
He pulled me closer, letting me into more of his light.
I could feel it by then, what he’d wanted to tell me.
That time, when he stared at me, I didn’t look away.
 



 
Epilogue
ETHAN
 
 
Ethan Wellington stood on the steps of the U.S. Capitol Building.
A crowd of several thousands...likely tens of thousands...flooded down the steps and into the parkway below, filling every empty space for as far as his physical eyes could see. He saw them standing on streetlamp bases, on curbs, in the street, on the grass. They filled every spot not taken up by another physical object, or cordoned off by the legion of secret service and military who blanketed over half the city in the wake of the President’s assassination.
The vast majority of those in the crowd were human, of course.
Still, he’d received well-wishes from several of the seers’ delegations prior to his arrival for the ceremony, as well. They apologized for their inability to come in person, but Ethan understood better than anyone why no recognizable seer would be safe on the streets of DC today, or perhaps the streets of any major city in the United States.
Three weeks had passed since his friend Daniel Caine had died.
Since the assassin had been identified as a seer who did contract work with the Chinese, as well as who had been involved in terrorist attacks in Europe and the Middle East, the country had been in an uproar.
Still, fear and hysteria had their uses.
The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court stood opposite him now, wearing full dress robes. She had only been newly appointed to the role, in the wake of the mysterious death of her predecessor, and since she was new also to the Court itself, the appointment had surprised a number of people. It broke protocol for an Associate Justice to rise to the top spot so quickly, but no one seemed willing to question precisely how it had happened, either. Of course, it would have surprised people even more to know that she wasn’t the same person who had been appointed to the Court the year previous. 
The few who knew her well now all appeared to be unavailable for comment, however...one more advantage to the image ban in place for all public figures. 
A few well-planned eliminations, some reconstructive surgery and a number of more thorough mind wipes and re-patternings, and no one asked any more questions.
Ethan approved the action.
Hell, it had been his idea.
Few in his inner circle even questioned it. Then again, that circle had grown smaller in the past weeks as well, by necessity as much as design.
On one thing they all agreed, civilians and government alike. The country needed to be in firm hands right now.
When the Chief Justice looked up, Ethan smiled, meeting the older woman’s eyes.
Hey doc, he thought at her with his human mind. What’s up?
Xarethe’s expression did not flicker.
“Sir,” she said. “Please raise your right hand.”
Ethan did as he was told. His left hand, which still poked from the end of a dark blue sling, the color of which perfectly matched his suit, he placed on a King James Bible.
The Chief Justice, in her outdated glasses, flashed the slightest bit of warning from her lizard-like eyes. All trace of the German accent evaporated when she said,
“Are you prepared to take the Oath, Mr. Vice President?”
Ethan glanced out over the crowd as they burst into cheers of ecstatic applause. He’d broken a conspiracy in the heart of the White House, even tried to save Caine’s life as he lay dying on the conference room rug. The applause grew more frenetic, more emotional. It was amazing how quickly they forgot.
But humans always loved a good story.
“I am,” he said. “...Ready, that is.”
She smiled, raising her right hand. “Very well, sir. Please repeat after me...”
He only half-listened as he intoned the phrases after she spoke them. 
His eyes scanned faces in his nearer audience, where his wife, Helen, stood by a little girl in a purple dress with a stuffed white rabbit clutched to her chest. The rabbit was brand new, its fur gleaming a pristine white. The little girl gazed up at him, oblivious to the screams and cheers of the people flooding the steps below the balcony below her. Her small body remained entirely erect, dwarfed among the crush of staffers, family and Justices on that higher platform, along with the Speaker of the House and members of his Cabinet, cushioned on either end by a generous array of Secret Service agents.
“I cannot believe he wanted to do this outside,” the Secretary of State muttered to Ethan’s right, within the girl’s earshot.
The Secretary of Defense stood beside him, wearing a navy uniform covered in medals. She smiled, flipping back long, dark, mahogany-colored hair.
“It plays well for the press,” she said. “Especially with him injured.”
“Do we know yet, who is responsible?”
Her well-formed lips curled a little. “The same fringe group Caine was working with, we think. Wellington’s already declared war. Of course, it won’t be official until tonight.” 
The Secretary of Defense’s eyes flashed a pale yellow as she glanced over the crowd, pausing to wink at the little girl before she smiled at Ethan.
“Caine did us a favor,” she added, giving the other man a disparaging look. “If nothing else, it is clear now, what we must do to survive.”
“Really?” The Secretary of State said. “...And just what is that, Jarvesch?”
“Exterminate the enemy,” she said. “Before they are strong enough to do it to us.”
Beyond them, Ethan Wellington continued to speak into the small but powerful microphone, using the words that would make him the next President of the United States.
“...will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office in which I am about to enter,” he said forcefully.
“So help me, God,” the Justice prompted, her hard eyes smiling faintly.
The crowd erupted behind him in emotional cheering. The feed cameras ran, capturing faces and waving hands, tears wiped from the eyes of watching humans, banners waving back and forth as Ethan gazed out over the Washington Monument.
In the distance, tanks could be seen parked at either end of the mall.
Jets flashed in the sunlight overhead.
He had made it, in spite of everything.
He had reached for it, and he had finally made it.
Ethan smiled, and the cheering grew louder still, more emotional.
“...So help me, God,” he said.
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Chapter 1
 
 
Life-changing moments are sneaky little bastards. Often we don’t even know that nothing will ever be the same until long after, only in hindsight can we look and say “There! That was it! That changed everything.”  
Well, at least we could, if we’re alive to do it.
For me, it was just another Thursday evening on a blustery spring day.  I was finishing up a Japanese to English translation job and only somewhat pretending to mind the register in my comic and game shop.  That’s the benefit of being the owner, I suppose. No one was going to tell me to be cheerful and pay attention to customers.
There weren’t any, anyway. Thursday nights are game night and we close early. I hadn’t flipped the sign yet as I was waiting on Harper, my best friend of the last four years, to stop swearing at her game of StarCraft.  
“No amount of Banelings in the world are going to save you here,” I said, glancing over at her screen.
“Marines are overpowered,” she growled.
“Sure,” I said, trying not to laugh.  It was an old gripe. Whatever race her opponent played in the game was always OP, according to the logic of Harper. “Maybe you should play with a mouse instead of just your track pad?”
“I’m practicing my hotkeying,” she said. “Shut up, you’re distracting me.”
The string of bells on the door tinkled and I turned away from my laptop to face the front of the store, figuring it was either a college student or a harried mother looking for Pokemon or Magic the Gathering cards.  Those types, beyond my regulars, are about all that trickle into my store on weekdays.
The man who came in was no college student, and he definitely wasn’t a soccer mom.  He walked through the door and paused, his head turning and his eyes wide from the change between daylight and the strategically placed lamps I keep in my shop.  He took in the front display of the latest adventure releases and the wall rack of new release comics, then stepped further in, head turning as though searching for something or someone.
His uncertainty gave me a moment to look him over.  He looked roughly thirty years old and somewhat like a Hollywood version of a Norse God.  About six foot six with shaggy white blond hair, features that a romance novel would call chiseled, and more lean muscle than a CrossFit junkie.  He was also packing a handgun, mostly hidden beneath his custom fitted leather jacket.
So, you know, not your average comic book or tabletop gaming enthusiast.
There was also the part where my wards hummed for moment, a sound only I could hear. Which meant he wasn’t human, either.
Not that this was weird for the town of Wylde, Idaho. Most of the non-college-student population isn’t wholly human. We’re the shape-shifter capital of the West. Harper herself is a fox shifter, two of the other three in my game group are a wolverine and a coyote. Guy who owns the pawn shop next to me is a bonafide leprechaun and the woman who runs the bakery on the other side is some kind of witch or maybe a druid.  The thick ley lines that run through the River of No Return Wilderness at the edge of town draw all kinds of supernaturals to the area.
It’s what had drawn me here. I’d always heard the best place to hide a leaf is in a forest. 
 I was immediately on my guard. Wards aren’t really my strong suit, so I didn’t know what flavor of preternatural this giant was, but the gun didn’t bode well.  Nor did the way he looked at me like he recognized me, or the way he came over to the counter, moving with preternatural grace around the comic book displays.  I gathered my power inside myself, preparing to send a bolt of pure energy into his chest if needed.  I hadn’t cast a real spell like that in years, but I figured I could get a single one off without knocking myself unconscious with the effort. Probably.
“Can I help you?” I asked, glad the counter was between us, even if the glass case full of dice and card boxes would be little more than a stutter-step to clear for a shifter.
“Who are you?” he said. His voice was deep, with a slight accent. Russian maybe. His eyes were the blue of glacier ice and his expression about as welcoming.
“Jade Crow,” I said, teeth grinding with the effort of speaking and keeping control of my magic. “Who are you?”
“Hi handsome,” Harper said, climbing out of the overstuffed chair next to me that she’d been gaming in. She snapped her laptop shut and gave the newcomer a dazzling smile.  She was angular and punky, with spiky brown hair and a way of making men forget what they were going to say when she smiled.
Then she stopped smiling and her eyes got huge, focusing in on the silver feather he wore strung around his neck. “Oh, shit. Justice. Forgive me.” And she bowed her head like she was addressing some kind of royalty.
“Justice? Like one of the shifter peace-keepers, right?” I said, my voice shaking a little with the effort of holding onto my powers for this long without letting loose. “The fuck is going on?” I glanced at Harper and then back at the intruder, keeping my eyes on the feather talisman.  Yeah, it was better to look at his neck. Or his chin. His lips were way too kissable.
I shoved that thought away for later. Much, much later.
“I am Aleksei Kirov, a Justice of the Council of Nine. And you,” he said, gesturing at me, “are a murderer.”
“What?” Harper and I said at the same time.  We shared a baffled glance. I hadn’t killed anyone in my life, though not for lack of trying once. But still.
Behind the Justice and invisible at the moment to anyone but myself, my spirit wolf guardian stirred, rising up from where she’d been sleeping. Wolf didn’t growl though, just cocked her head and stared at Aleksei, ready for trouble but clearly not expecting it quite yet.
“I haven’t killed anyone. Ever.” I let go of the magic inside me before I accidentally lost control and unleashed. Wiping the sweat from my forehead, I ran my shaky hands over my hair and tugged my waist-length ponytail over my shoulder.
Aleksei relaxed as a confused look came over his face. “You tell the truth,” he said. “But I saw you in a vision. The Nine sent me here. There are shifters in danger and you were at the center, at the crossroads between their lives and their deaths.”
I opened my mouth. Closed it. A small chill went through me.  The only way I could see shifters dying because of me was if HE had found me. My psycho ex mentor and lover. I started to mentally pray to the powers of the universe that that hadn’t happened or we were all in deep, deep shit.
“Nobody is in danger that we know of,” Harper said. “Uh, Justice,” she added, still trying to look respectful.  
What I knew of the Council of Nine was practically legend, the shifter version of gods. They had Justices, powerful shifters appointed to keep the peace among shifter populations, and to keep the secret of shifter existence from most of the human world.  They were judge, jury, and executioner all in one.  Shifters didn’t get up to much crime, but if they did, the sentence was almost always death. Pretty good deterrent, I suppose.
“Besides, I’m not a shifter,” I pointed out. “So you have no power over me.”
“Unless you pose a danger to shifters. What are you?” Aleksei asked, his ice-chip eyes narrowing.  Subtlety was apparently not one of his charms.
“She’s a hedge-witch,” Harper answered for me.  I was glad, since this Justice guy seemed to have the ability to detect lies. Harper wasn’t lying because as far as she knew, that’s what I was.  She was just wrong.
Even though she was my best friend, I couldn’t tell her the truth. I couldn’t tell anyone that I was a sorceress. Because they’d all try to kill me, or at least drive me away. Nobody likes sorcerers. Probably because most of us are assholes who kill and eat the hearts of supernatural beings for their power.
I was saved from having to verbally confirm or deny my witchiness by Ciaran.  He pushed through my front door, all four foot nothing of him, his copper and silver hair neatly combed and his red coat clinging to his plump body.  I looked at the clock on my computer monitor and muttered a curse. It was later than I’d thought.
“Harper,” Ciaran said with a nod and barely a glance at Aleksei. “Jade,” he addressed me next in Irish, “I’d really like you to come have that look at my things before I die of old age.”
“For a man who watched Saint Pat drive out the snakes, you’re looking fine to me,” I said, also in Irish.  
That leprechaun neighbor of mine I mentioned? That’s Ciaran.  He’d picked up a load of things in an auction the day before, and as always with old things he liked to have me check for magical auras and any hidden surprises.  I didn’t use my talents much out of fear of broadcasting my location, but minor magic like detection was as easy as breathing for me, so I did the neighborly thing and helped out when he needed.
“So, uh,” I looked at Aleksei. “Since I haven’t killed anyone and am not planning to, maybe you can just go Justice somewhere else? I’m closing shop.”
“I will stay here. We will talk after. My visions are never wrong.”
From how rigid he was and how intently he stared at me, I wondered if maybe he had a sword up his ass or something. “Okay, buddy. Just tone down the creepy before I get back. And you’ll wait outside my store. I don’t do strangers.”  Whoops. That came out weird. “In my store. I mean, alone. I mean I can’t leave you here alone. So wait outside.” Great. Now I was babbling. 
“Fine,” he said and I swear to the Universe the bastard smirked at me.
 

 
Ciaran’s shop is an antiquer’s paradise and a neat freak’s nightmare. Also probably a nightmare if you have allergies.  He kept it tidy, in its own cluttered way, but trying to keep dust off a few hundred old books, paintings, curio cabinets full of knives, glassware, art plates, figurines, tools with unknown purpose, guns that saw use last during the Civil War, and other interesting items was a task even an immortal couldn’t manage.
The shop had an almost smoky, magical feel that I loved. Above us chandeliers of all kinds from elk antlers to Waterford crystal lit the place, casting shadows into the shadows until you felt as though you might come around a table piled with swords and find the wardrobe that leads to Narnia.  The air wasn’t musty, instead it was perfumed with orange and clove and some sort of citrus sent from whatever Ciaran used to wipe down the tables.  The best part was that sometimes Ciaran really did have a magical item or two, though it was rare and he generally had me destroy them if we couldn’t figure out what they did. Letting normals buy magical things was just asking for later trouble that nobody wanted.
“Hey,” I whispered to Harper as we entered the shop, “What flavor is that Justice, anyway?”
“Flavor?” She whispered back. “Scary with a dollop of sexy?”
“No, like animal flavor,” I said, whacking the back of her head with my palm.
“Oh. Tiger.” She grinned and rubbed her head.
“Figures,” I muttered. “Guess he wouldn’t be like a rabbit or something.”  I’d bet a week of earnings he would be the biggest damn tiger ever. Shifter animals were usually larger than real world ones anyway, but odds were that cocky bastard would be like the strongest, prettiest tiger ever to live. The universe was just like that. 
“Most shifters are predators,” Harper said, ducking in front of me.  “Makes sense someone who has to like hunt bad shifters and stuff would be a super predator, right?”
“You two done gossiping?” Ciaran called back to us. He was already halfway through the store.
Harper, and I wound our way through the tables and cabinets toward the back office where Ciaran kept any interesting purchases for me to go over, just in case, before putting them out on the floor.  
“Was at an auction in Seattle last month,” Ciaran explained, using English for Harper’s benefit, “just got the goods shipped in today. Some old pieces; might be worth checking out before I put a price on them.  Even found some of those silver buttons your mum likes so much, Azalea.”
Harper wrinkled her nose at him. He knew she hated being called by her name and preferred her gamer handle.  She was about to reply when she stopped cold in front of me, forcing me to do a little dance sideways to avoid running into her. My arm wacked a cabinet and it jingled and rocked but settled without breaking anything.  Thank the universe. I figure if something ever fell in here, it would domino and the whole place would crash like a bad YouTube video.
“Where… how… no… I…” Harper couldn’t get words out. She just pointed at a large stuffed fox that was perched on top of an oriental dresser.
“What about it, love? Are you all right?” Ciaran reached for Harper as she started to sink to the floor with horrible half-mewing, half-gulping cries.
I caught her first, wrapping my arms around her wiry body and finally seeing her face. Tears made her mascara run and her shoulders shook in my arms.
“That’s Rosie,” she gasped.  “That’s my mom!”
 



 
Chapter 2
 
 
Through the power of Irish hospitality or maybe some magical leprechaun mojo, Ciaran had Harper bundled in a sweater and holding a cup of mint tea before she even realized she’d finally stopped sobbing.  Which was good, because Aleksei, who insisted Harper now call him Alek instead of Justice, was grilling her and Ciaran like a cop pushing a suspect.
To be fair, I don’t think he intended it to come out that way. I’d known him for maybe half an hour now and it seemed he only had one gear and it was stuck on one level: intense.
“I will go through my records, Jade, and see if I can get the ID of the man that sold this to me, all right?” Ciaran said. “It was a young man, on Tuesday, I remember that much.”
“See it done.” Alek turned his icy gaze on Harper. His gaze seemed to soften, but it was hard to tell. “And why did no one notice her missing all this time? You said she’s been gone since last weekend.”
“Because she was out picking mushrooms,” I said, stepping firmly between Alek and Harper. “Rose does that. She’ll be gone in those woods a week or so. It’s normal for her.”
“How would a poacher get her?” Harper choked out. “She shouldn’t have even been in fox form.”
She was right about that. Rose, her mother, ran a bed and breakfast on a ranch that was grandfathered into the River of No Return Wilderness.  She was an earthy, eccentric, and loving woman who took all sorts of shifter strays in. She liked to go camping in the wilderness every spring before the summer season brought in wildlife photographers, white water rafters, hikers, and all the other people the Wilderness attracted.
“I was sent here by the council,” Alek said and he shook his head, eyes narrowing speculatively at me. “That means foul play.”
“Hey, I was manning my shop. Plus I wouldn’t touch a gun even if it snuggled and made me waffles.” I glared at him.  “Oh, universe damn you. Now you are interrogating me. This is not cool.”
“My vision says you are the key,” he said, folding impressively muscled arms over his broad chest.
“Maybe you need your psychic eyes checked,” I shot back.
“Guys,” Harper said, sniffling. “Please. We need to find out how mom… oh god, I can’t say it. Just. Help me.”
I turned to her, taking the tea from her hands and setting it aside. She collapsed into my arms, shaking with renewed sobs. I couldn’t resist another glare at Alek, making it clear this was definitely his fault.
“Hey! Jade? Ciaran?” a male voice called out from back within the shop.  
Fuck. Game night.
“Ezee, Levi, we’re back here,” I yelled to them, then said to Alek as his hand reached for his gun, “ease off there, Dirty Harry. They’re furry friendlies.”
“Is anyone human in this town?” He asked.  He’d already sniffed at Ciaran and established he was safe since he wasn’t a normal.
“Steve,” Harper said, swallowing another sob and wiping her nose the now damp sleeve of Ciaran’s sweater.
“Harper? You okay? What’s going on?” The twins had made their way back to us.
Ezekiel and Levi Chapowits are Native American like myself, but Nez Perce, not Crow.  They’re fraternal, not identical twins, but they share a lot of the same features. Strong bone structure, above average height, thick black hair, dark eyes.  Beyond that, and being giant nerds, they are nothing alike. Ezee is a coyote shifter and wears designer knockoff suits he sews himself.  He teaches American History and Native Studies up at Juniper College. 
Levi is a wolverine who wears nothing but cargo pants, work boots, and tee-shirts stained with the guts of the cars he works on in his shop. He wears his hair in a long Mohawk and has enough piercings in his face that I joke I could peel his skin and use it to strain pasta.
They both break the heart of every woman they meet, pretty much.  Not just because they are handsome, smart, and awesome, but because Levi is happily married to a crazy hippy artist and owl shifter named Junebug and Ezee is as gay as Neil Patrick Harris.
“Someone killed mom,” Harper blurted out.
“Fraking-a,” Ezee said. “That why there’s a Justice here?”
Trust Ezee to have noticed the tall hot guy and taken in the feather talisman in a glance.
“What?” Levi said. “Oh, hello.” He tipped his head to Alek.
Alek nodded back, finally seeming at a loss for words in the face of the twins. I was certain he’d start interrogating them soon enough, however.
“Where’s Rose? What happened?” Levi asked.
“Behind you,” I said softly.
A lot more curse words came from the twins as they looked Rose’s dead body over. 
“I don’t see a wound,” Ezee said finally.
“We should get an autopsy. That’s what they do on TV.” Harper pulled the sweater tight around herself and stood up.
“Is your medical examiner shifter also?” Alek asked.
“No,” Levi said. “He’s with County. We aren’t big enough to have our own.” Levi also was a volunteer firefighter. That kind of multitasking happens when you live as long as shifters do and in a small town like Wylde.
I ran my hands over Rose’s body, swallowing bile as nausea wormed through me. I was manhandling one of my favorite people in the world. My eyes felt too tight and hot in their sockets and I realized I was about to cry. Shit. I never cry. Not in a couple decades. Not anymore.
I don’t know much about taxidermy, but I figured there would be seams, staples, something. I felt nothing but her fur, its longer russet hairs rough and the lighter undercoat thick and soft on my fingers.  I looked into her creepily realistic glass eyes and wished I could ask her what the hell she’d been doing in fox form and how she’d gotten caught.  It was possible whoever had done this had no idea he’d killed and stuffed a person.
Which didn’t make my desire to hunt him down and stuff him any less rage-filled and immediate.
“Vivian Lake can do it,” I said. “She’s the local vet. Wolf shifter,” I added, seeing the look on Alek’s face.  I took a deep breath as I stepped away from Rose. 
Time to put on my Game Master face and get shit done.
“Levi, call Steve. Tell him no game tonight, family emergency.  Ezee, you take Harper up to my place.” I pulled out my keys and tossed them to him.  Harper looked as though she’d protest for a moment but then leaned into Ezee with another sob.
“Thank you, Jade,” she whispered. “I don’t think I can, I mean…” she trailed off.
 “I know, it’s okay. We’ll figure this out. You have a car?” I said then, turning back to Alek.
Ciaran came down the back stairs from his own apartment with a blanket, holding it out. I gave him a half smile of thanks, glad he’d foreseen that we would want something to carry her in. 
Before I could, Alek took the blanket and wrapped Rose up with a gentle carefulness that surprised me.  As presumptuous as he was, I was kind of glad I didn’t have to touch her again. He looked at me, apparently waiting for me to lead the way out. Another surprise. Maybe he wasn’t always a macho asshole. Or maybe he just wanted to keep me in front of him so he could keep an eye on me. I shoved away those thoughts.
 “Okay, Justice, since I’m betting you’ll want to be there, let’s go see Dr. Lake.”
 



 
Chapter 3
 
 
Alek didn’t let me drive his truck. Guess the surprises had run out.  It wasn’t what Harper and I would joke was a “compensating for it” truck, but a good sized Ford with scratches and dents and a little dirt around the edges that let you know this guy used his truck for things, not just for driving around.  The interior smelled of wet grass, damp earth, and a vanilla-laced musk that I was pretty sure came from Alek himself.
My whole body, all my senses, were aware of the huge, handsome man only inches away from me.  Not a thing that boded well. The last time I’d been this instantly attracted to someone, he’d tried to fatten me up with magic, Hansel and Grettel style, and then eat my heart.  I inched my ass as close to the door as possible, putting a bit more gap between us on the bench seat.
The drive to Dr. Lake’s should have taken about five minutes, but we hit the single stop light on Main and it was red. An old woman, someone I didn’t recognize, which meant she was not a nerd and probably part of the human half of Wylde, inched her way across the crosswalk.
“Where are you staying?” I asked, more out of a need to fill the silence and not think about what was inside the hand-sewn quilt on my lap.  There were two tiny motels in town, mostly catering to the College for visiting family and the summer tourists. 
“I have a house trailer,” he said. “It’s at the Mikhail and Sons RV Park, you know it?”
Of course I knew it. Mikhail and his two sons were bear shifters. Vasili, the younger son, had a thing for Magic the Gathering cards. His purchases paid my building rent every time a new expansion came out. They were good people. I could just imagine how they’d bent over backward to accommodate a Justice. I bet they hadn’t charged him. I wasn’t going to ask that aloud. I was more curious about this whole vision thing of his.
“So how’s that Justice thing work? Do you just get visions and know where to show up? And why didn’t you see Rose in danger?”  I hadn’t meant that last part to sound so accusatory, but fuck it. What’s the point of a supernatural system of law if they can’t help people before someone gets killed?
“Is like a compass,” he said, turning his head to look at me. His eyes were no longer ice chips but deep pools and there was something sad in his gaze. “I know where to go; I know that I will be needed. The visions are what the Nine know, what they share with me in my dreams.  I only know what they know. Is not my power, but theirs.”
I noticed his accent got stronger, too, wondering if I’d upset him. It was hard to tell since his chiseled face gave away little.
“From what Harper has told me, the Nine are like gods. Can’t they do a little better than vague visions?”
“They are not gods,” Alek said. “And there is much in the world we cannot control.” His tone and the sudden tightness in his jaw and shoulders warned me this was a dangerous subject.
“Hey, green light,” I said, too brightly. The car behind us, clearly someone important and in a hurry, honked.
We rode the last couple minutes in silence. I wanted to ask him more about the vision of me, about me being somehow the crossroads between people living and dying.  He seemed to think that meant I was killing people, but the most likely explanation was a lot scarier than that. If Samir, my ex, had found me, everyone I knew was in danger. Maybe his vision had nothing to do with whoever had killed Rose.
I took a deep breath and hugged the bundle, my eyes hot again with unshed tears. 
“Left, into that parking lot,” I said, pointing to Dr. Lake’s practice. It was in a Victorian-style house, like a lot of us business-owners in Wylde, Dr. Lake lived on the floor above her practice. 
Alek came around and opened my door, taking Rose from me. I led the way into the office.  Christie, a young wolf shifter who does reception for Dr. Lake, was the only one inside and I sighed with relief.
“Hey Christie, the doc in?” I asked.
“Yeah, she’s doing paperwork,” Christie said, eyeing the large bundle Alek carried. Or perhaps she was just eyeing Alek.
“Get her, and tell her we’ll be in the surgery room. Then you might want to close early. Just, trust me, okay?”  I really didn’t want to show the body to Christie. She was barely out of her teens.
“Uh, okay.” She didn’t like it, but she got up and ran down the hall to Dr. Lake’s office. 
I led the way to the right to the surgery room.  The smell of alcohol tinged with an undertone of old blood make my skin goosebump.  I knew the vet pretty well since Harper was always rescuing hurt animals a side-swipe away from roadkill and begging me to take them to the vet for her. She couldn’t stomach the times there was nothing to be done but easing the little critters into death, so I got the fun task of hearing Dr. Lake say there was nothing to do but help them cross over.
Dr. Lake came in directly after us. She was a tiny wolf shifter, short enough she would have legally needed a booster seat in the state of California, with a wiry, compact energy about her. She halted and tipped her chin up, her nostrils flaring as she sniffed the air. If I didn’t hang out with shifters practically twenty-four-seven, it would have been creepy, but you get used to the whole sniffing people to recognize them or learn their mood or whatever.
“Another of Harper’s creatures?” she asked.
“Not exactly,” I said. I took the bundle from Alek and set Rose on the stainless steel table, unfolding the blanket.
“That animal is dead,” Dr. Lake said. “And has been stuffed. There’s nothing I can do here.”
“It’s Rose Macnulty,” I said softly. “We need to figure out how she died.”
Dr. Lake’s eyes widened and she took a half step back, looking from Rose to me and finally to Alek. “Ah, Justice. This is a Council issue?”
“Shifter getting murdered is always a Council issue.”
“Can you do an autopsy?” I asked. It wasn’t really a question, since I bet she’d do whatever the big old Justice here told her to do, but no reason to ruffle more fur than Alek already was just by being himself.  
Dr. Lake stepped up to the table and ran her hands expertly over Rose’s body.  She peeled back the fox’s lips, felt along her belly, examined her paws. With a grunt she nodded.
“I have no idea how they did it, but I’ll open her and see if I can find out from the inside. No seams, no bullet wounds. It’s an expert job.”  She shook her head. “Let me glove up. Get her on the table proper, no point getting that quilt icky.”
I lifted Rose up so Alek could pull the blanket out. Nausea swept through me again, along with an electric tingle along my skin.
And I knew, with lightning clarity, where I’d felt that before.
It wasn’t just revulsion at the body, I was touching foreign magic.  There are lots of kinds of magic and lots of ways to draw power.  I drew my power from myself, from something like a well inside of myself. It’s unique to me.  Any other kind of power, be it from a witch’s ritual drawing on ley lines or natural forces, or another sorcerer, feels alien and weird to me. I can’t use it or understand it, only sense it. Like being a native English speaker and finding all the books in your house suddenly written in Chinese.  You know it says something, but the hell you could tell anyone what that was.
“Wait,” I said.  I closed my eyes, reaching for a thread of my own power.  I gritted my teeth and ran my hands along Rose’s side.  The wrongness resolved into a more solid impression. Black lines, dark on dark behind my eyelids, wrapped all around her body just beneath the skin before terminating in a complex knot in her chest.
And below that, the faint bump-bump of a heartbeat.
“Shit,” I said, stumbling backward. “Don’t cut. She’s not dead.  She’s got a heartbeat.”
“What?” Alek and Dr. Lake asked at the same time.
“It’s magic. She’s not dead. She’s frozen somehow. Like stasis.”  I shivered.  Dead might have been better. I couldn’t imagine being frozen, unable to move or speak. Cut off from my human form.  
“Can you do something about it?” Alek asked me. I didn’t like the speculative way he was looking at me.
“No,” I said. The truth, more or less. “This is way above my pay grade,” which was kind of a lie but I hoped not enough of one that his apparent lie detection abilities would notice. “It’s not a kind of magic I can use.  Whoever cast the spell has to undo it. If that’s even possible.”  All that was the truth. Great universe, I hoped it was possible.  If it wasn’t, Rose would be trapped like this until the spell degraded enough to stop keeping her alive, and that could be years or even centuries depending on how exactly this magic worked.
“So I find who did this and make them undo it before I kill them. Good.” Alek turned toward the door.
“Hold up there, Rambo. I need a ride back to my store.” Not that I was looking forward to telling Harper what we’d found. I didn’t know if not-quite-dead was worse. We had no answers, just more questions.
“I will keep Rose here, if you want, and see if I can figure out a way to monitor her vitals,” Dr. Lake said, talking to Alek as much as to me. “If anything changes, I’ll call you, Jade.”
The light stayed green on the way back through town and this time we didn’t talk at all.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
 
Ezee, Levi, and Harper were waiting for us in my apartment over the store. I led Alek up the back steps.  Three red-eyed faces greeted us as we came into my small living room. The apartment is a long, narrow one bedroom unit, with a single bathroom. The living area is dominated by my purple velvet couch and a fifty-five inch LED TV with about every console you can name set up under it. I mostly use my Xbox360, but some days nothing will do but to kill my thumbs playing Armada on my Sega Dreamcast.
A girl needs options.  To me, video games are like shoes. But with more pixels and a plot.
Ezee and Levi had Harper, still bundled in Ciaran’s red sweater, between them. As we came in, they each took one of her hands and all turned their faces to us, expectant.
“So,” I said with a weak smile. “You want the good news or the bad news?”
“Mom’s dead, there is no good news. Unless on the way to the vet you ran over the guy responsible.”  Harper glared at me, her green eyes puffy and glittering with tears.
“Actually, she isn’t dead. That’s the good news. And kind of the bad news, too.” I grimaced. That hadn’t come out in the sympathetic, gentle way I’d rehearsed in my head.
“She’s not dead? But, I saw her. She was… how?” I could almost see the hope like will-o-the-wisp lights turning on in Harper’s eyes.  I just prayed it wasn’t a false hope I was giving her. How much worse would this get if Alek couldn’t find the magic user who did this and make him or her undo it?
“Magic,” I said. “She’s under some kind of spell holding her in her animal form and keeping her frozen like that.”
“Why the hell would someone do that?” Levi said.
“Good fucking question.” I shook my head and looked at Alek.  He had come to loom beside me, standing too damn close for my comfort, but I wasn’t about to inch away. It would have looked pretty obvious.
“I will ask when I find him,” Alek said with a tiny smile that made me think about screaming rabbits and blood spraying on white walls. Not a nice smile, really.
“I don’t care why,” Harper yelled. “Just find him and make him undo it.”
Ciaran knocked at the back door before entering into the tense, now-quiet room. He was out of breath and excited. “I have the paperwork. Here.” He held out a manila folder.
I took it and spread it open on the narrow black coffee table after clearing away the remotes and controllers.  The photocopy of the ID said the guy who sold Rose was named Caleb Greer, age thirty-two, with an address in Boise, Idaho. Brown hair, brown eyes, five-foot-eight, one hundred and fifty pounds.
“He was thinner than that photo. If his ID hadn’t put him at over thirty, I would have thought he was a college student,” Ciaran said.
“He probably is,” Ezee said. He leaned forward, looking at the paperwork upside-down. “I mean, how likely is it that some middle-aged dude from Boise drove all the way out here to sell a stuffed fox? It’s more likely a fake or stolen ID.”
“I have his signature on the sale, and his finger prints, there, see? I do everything above board,” Ciaran said. He folded his arms and pressed his lips into a line, muttering in Irish about idiot dogs.
“So what, we just go start knocking on dorm room doors until Ciaran recognizes someone?” Levi asked.
“If that’s what it takes,” Harper said.  The hope in her eyes had turned into anger.  
I resisted making a comment about anger leading to hate and hate leading to the dark side, but the tension and level of predatory desire to kill was pretty palpable in the room.  While it made a lot of sense in a “someone did something awful to someone I love” way, unleashing the hounds, so to speak, on the mostly normals population of Juniper College seemed like a pretty bad plan in actuality. For all we knew, some kid had found the be-spelled Rose on the side of the road with a “free” sign on her and figured they could score a little extra cash.
“There’s a better way,” I said, mentally kicking myself even as my mouth kept moving. I shouldn’t do magic. I shouldn’t get involved.  I felt like Sarah in Labyrinth when she falls down into the chute full of hands and chooses to keep going down. Too late now.
“I can do a spell,” I continued. “There’s enough with the signature and fingerprint that I can probably design a tracking thingy. If he or she is within twenty miles, it’ll point right at them.”  There, that was more or less the truth. I carefully didn’t look at Alek, though I could feel him looking intently at me.  He didn’t trust me anyway, so fuck him.
Hmm. Fucking Alek.
My brain hung up on that idea for a moment and I had to ask Harper to repeat herself once I realized she’d asked me something.
“What do you need?”
Technically, I didn’t need anything. But I wasn’t about to go along. This was clearly Justice business.  If the kid was involved, nothing I could do would stop the death sentence on his head for messing with shifters. Justices were judge, jury, and executioners.  In most of the world outside the shifter-dense population of Wylde, shifters hid, maintaining a careful line between themselves and normals. Anyone stepping over the line risked humans finding out about the things that go bump in the night on a larger scale and nobody wanted that.  The Inquisition? The Nazis? Not just about persecuting humans.  A lot of shifts, warlocks, and witches had gotten caught up in human madness over the centuries.  
The Council of Nine and the system of Justices keeping peace and shifter law had come about sometime after the worst of the Inquisition, from what Ezee had told me.  Compared to outright slaughter and experimentation the inflexibility of shifter law was pretty understandable.
“A compass,” I said. “I have the rest of what I need here.”
“I will be right back,” Ciaran said, turning and dashing back out my door.
He came back with a brass compass done up to look like an old fashioned pocket watch.
“Perfect. Just give me a minute.” I took the compass and the folder and went into my bedroom, locking the door behind me.
Deep breath. This wouldn’t take a lot of magic.  We’d still be safe. Wylde has so many ley lines, a full coven of witches, a couple thousand shifters, and probably a few other paranormals I didn’t yet know about.  One tiny spell wouldn’t give me away. Probably. 
Wolf materialized from thin air, like she does, and jumped up on my bed, watching me with her head cocked and ears perked.  I couldn’t tell if she approved or not.
I sank down onto my knees and put the compass on the floor on top of the thumbprint.  Wrapping one hand around the large silver polyhedral die that hangs around my neck, I focused, bringing my magic up from the deep well inside.
This kind of magic isn’t my specialty. In my old life, before I almost got killed and eaten, I was more of a fireball throwing, showy sorceress.  Form a magic sword instantly out of ice that won’t melt? No problem. Want to cause a localized earthquake or rain down acid? Again, I could do that, once upon a time. Samir and I used to train in an abandoned bunch of warehouses he’d bought up in Detroit, sometimes going out to lone islands in the Great Lakes to do the really spectacular stuff.
I’d grown up and honed my magic on Dungeons and Dragons manuals in the nineteen eighties, raised by an awesome bunch of programmers and gamers after my family kicked me out.  Todd, Kayla, Sophie, and Ji-Hoon had taken me in after I’d spent a hellish year on the streets of New York. They had been the closest thing to real family I’d ever had after my birth family kicked me out.  Until Samir destroyed that, too.
Another deep breath.  I let the past flow away from me and focused on the fingerprint, its ridges and whorls etched in black ink.  There wasn’t really a DnD spell precedent for what I wanted to do, but that was okay. Role Playing Games are just that, games. They aren’t any more real than Godzilla or He-man. I’d used the spells as a sort of channel when I was growing up, a way of learning how to focus and impose my will on the power that flowed naturally within me. 
I focused on the fingerprint, then on the idea of the hand that had formed the signature.  My power flared into my amulet and poured down into the compass. The needle twitched, then spun, then stopped, pointing not north but now to the north-west.  Toward Juniper College.
I sealed the spell with another focusing of my will, visualizing a thread of power like a monofilament line from the d-twenty around my neck to the compass. It would hold until I let it go or it got too far away, keeping the compass connected to my power.
“Wish that kid luck,” I muttered to Wolf as I rose and took the compass back out into the living room.
“Here.” I handed the compass to Alek. “This will point you right the owner of that fingerprint. And, uh, be careful. Whoever did that to Rose isn’t a nice person.”
“I am not a nice person,” Alek said with another killer-inside-me smile. “And I have certain defenses from magic that most do not have.”
I almost asked but managed to close my mouth before it got him even more suspicious of me.
“Find him and make him undo the spell. Promise me, Justice.” Harper’s hands were curled into white fists in her lap as she spit the words out.  I couldn’t actually tell if she’d asked him to promise her justice or if she was using his title. Maybe both.
Alek started to shake his head as he said “I will…” but I pinched the back of his thigh and twisted, hard, giving him my best don’t-you-dare-crush-my-friend look.
“I will do my best,” he amended with only a slight twitch in reaction.  
He had really firm thighs. I shoved that thought away into the overflowing paper bag in my head labeled “inappropriate thoughts about Alek.”
After he left another awkward silence descended.  Harper finally broke it by standing up. “Where’s mom?”
“With Dr. Lake,” I said. “She wanted to keep her under observation, monitor her vitals. She’ll call me if there is any change.” I tapped my jean’s pocket where my phone was jammed.  Under observation and monitoring vitals sounded good, clinical and nice, like Rose was just in the hospital after an accident instead of locked magically into her fox body, paralyzed and helpless.
Okay. My thoughts really weren’t on the helpful train today.
“I want to go home,” Harper said. “But I don’t know if I can face Max. Oh god.”  At the thought of her brother, her eyes started leaking again.
“We’ll go with you,” Levi said. 
“Yeah, of course,” Ezee and I agreed.
“Okay. But maybe we don’t say anything. I don’t know. I need to think.”  Harper took a deep breath and stood up.
“I’ll be at my place, if you need me,” Ciaran said, excusing himself.
“Thank you, Ciaran,” I said, squeezing his arm as we all moved toward the door. “And Harper, we’ll say or not say whatever you want. It’s going to be okay.”
I could have stabbed myself for saying that last part, but the look of hope she gave me made the lie worth it.  Hell, for all I knew, maybe it wasn’t a lie. Maybe the Justice was as badass as he thought and he’d kick in a door or drag the guy who did this back to Dr. Lake’s, and we’d be having tea and cookies with Rose in her country-chic kitchen by moon-rise.
After all, in a world full of shape shifters, witches, gods, and sorcerers, maybe miracles can happen.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
 
Dusk fell over us like a shroud as we drove out of the town proper and down the narrow two-lane road toward The Henhouse Bed and Breakfast which Harper and her family called home.  I rode in the back of Levi’s Honda Civic with Harper but we all drove in silence, each lost in our own thoughts, I guess. 
The locals, like my friends in the car, call the River of No Return Wilderness “The Frank,” after the prefix, since it’s technically the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness.  I resisted calling it that and in bleak moments like this its name fit. No return. Whatever happened after tonight, after finding Rose and whatever dark magic was trapping her like that, nothing would be exactly the same here.  We were friends, sure, but we’d never faced any real adversity together. We sat around a table a couple times a week and pretended we were mages and bards and barbarians fighting dragons and evil liche kings.
I stared out the window so that I wouldn’t be staring creepily at Harper and watched as the sun disappeared in a bloody smear behind the black spikes of the fir and pine trees.  
Yeah. My brain wasn’t feeling morbid and hopeless at all.
“Do you think she’s awake? Conscious I mean. Like, could she hear me?” Harper said softly.   Her face was still pressed to the window, her eyes staring out into the darkening trees.
I knew what she meant though. I’d been worrying over the same questions. I had no real answer though.  Harper had asked me what I thought, so I decided that would allow another small lie. It’s almost funny how we destroy things by inches.
“I think she’s sleeping. Magic like that takes a ritual. I bet she was asleep and still is.  Big, blond, and scary out there will find the bastard that did it and stop him. Then she’ll wake up, like sleeping beauty.” I smiled at her in what I hoped was a reassuring way.
“But without the rape and having a baby after one hundred years thing,” Ezee said over the back of his seat.
“Oh god, what if he did things to her before the spell? Or after?” Harper started sobbing again.
“Not helping, dumbass.” I leaned in and flicked Ezee’s ear.
“Alek will find him,” Levi said. “The Nine never fail to get justice.”
“We should have gone with him,” Harper said. “I should have.”
“And what?” I said. “None of us have law enforcement backgrounds. None of us know shit about tracking down someone or how to deal with hostile magic.” Wow, I was just full of lies tonight. Why quit when you’re ahead, right? “We’d be in the way.  Remember what you guys told me about the Justices? They are highly trained from, like, birth, and equipped to act as supernatural judge, jury, and executioner.  I don’t think any of us want to get in the way of that.”
“I guess,” Harper said, sitting up a little.
“We could always nerd the guy to death, I suppose,” Levi said.
“Ooh, yeah, new torture technique. We’ll make him watch nothing but Highlander 2 and Star Trek 5!” Ezee twisted in his seat, reaching back to squeeze Harper’s knee.
Harper giggled a little through her hiccupping sobs.  “Anyone would give up their secrets to make that stop, huh?” Her smile was pretty weak-sauce, but at least she wasn’t staring blankly out the window and letting her mind run all kinds of horror scenarios.
My phone started playing the Mega Man 2 theme and I fumbled it out of my pocket. Ciaran. 
“Sup?”
“Two men, guns,” Ciaran said quickly in Irish. In the background I heard someone, a male voice for sure, say something about speaking English and Ciaran say it was just a greeting.  Then he continued, and it sounded from the echo like he had me on speaker phone. “Jade, there’s a problem with that stuffed fox I sold you. Sorry about the late hour, but could you bring it by the shop as soon as possible?”
“Sure thing. I’ve got it with me. I can be there in thirty?”  It would only take us maybe fifteen to get back into town if Levi stepped on it.
“Sounds good. Come in the front, I’ll leave it open for you.”
“Cool. See you soon.”
I made sure the phone was clicked off and then growled at Levi. “Turn the car around. Two men with guns have Ciaran and are looking for Rose.  We have to go back.”
Levi hit the brakes and executed the quickest three point turn I ever want to experience ever. His car might look compact and reliable, but inside is a beast of an engine that probably isn’t even street legal and we felt the full g-forces of it as he floored the gas and shot us back toward town.
“Call the sheriff?” Ezee asked.
“Not yet. We don’t know what we’re dealing with and I don’t want to get Ciaran killed. Let me go in and see. If I’m not out in a few, you guys can call then.  I’ll leave my phone line open to you so you can hear.”
“How come you get to go in?” Harper said. “If they want my mom, they’ll have to go through me. I don’t fear bullets.” She looked ready to go furry and get her serial killer on.
“They are expecting me. Going psycho on them might feel good, but it won’t really solve anything. Also, we don’t know yet what we are dealing with. They might be human, in which case killing them is kind of murder and even our cops might get mad about it,” I said.  The local sheriff was an elected position, so of course she was a shifter, but I think the last time our town saw an actual murder was back in the era of buggies and gunslingers in saloons wearing ten gallon hats.
“Can you go faster?” Harper said.
“Maybe,” Levi answered.
He could, it turns out.  We got to Ciaran’s store in less than fifteen minutes, slowing down to drive past it and not look like maniacs. The main street was almost abandoned after dark in our sleepy little down. Most people would be at the bars on the other end or over at the diner.  All the shops were closed here and there was no foot traffic.
We pulled an emergency blanket out of the back of the Honda and I shook it out and then crumpled it into a bundle in my arms. They were expecting someone to bring something in, after all. I figured worst case I could use the blanket as a lame distraction.
“Okay. Harper, stay out here by the car and keep an eye on the front.” She started to protest and I gave her my best pleading look. “Trust me? I need you out here watching my back.”
When she finally nodded and her shoulders slumped, I continued with my plan.       “Levi and Ezee, head around back. If I’m not out in ten or if I say anything about my grandmother over the phone, call Sheriff Lee.  I don’t suppose anyone thought to get Alek’s number?” I sure hadn’t.  I touched my amulet. The spell was still active, the link thick and strong. Alek likely wasn’t far away if he still had the compass.
Head shakes met that last question. “Okay. It doesn’t matter. Don’t get shot.”
Easy for me to say, I thought as I walked into Ciaran’s Curios. The store was dark except for a light in the back hallway from the open office door.  The dimness only emphasized the odd shadows cast by various lamps, statues, cabinets, and other items. I’d never noticed this place was so creepy at night.
I’d never walked in here expecting armed men either. Correlation is not causation, but I could make a pretty good case on this one.
I tried to quiet my random thoughts and come up with a real plan other than don’t get shot. I thought about using magic to somehow subdue the men, but just upkeeping the tracking spell was making me more tired than I thought it would.  A headache had vice-like fingers around my temples.  
Magic for a sorcerer is like a muscle, if you don’t use it much, you won’t completely lose it, but it will atrophy and not work the same later.  I did exercise my power on weekends sometimes, lifting small rocks and holding them up in various patterns. Nothing big, nothing that would jiggle Samir’s web of informants or sensors or however he tracked me, and bring him after me like a starving spider.
Maybe I could do something more coincidental, like more White Wolf mage than Dungeons and Dragons mage. Jam the guns. Knock a cabinet onto their heads. 
Only, I had no idea how to jam a gun.  Nor did I have a clue how much magic would get me noticed.  The ley lines and supernatural population could only hide so much, especially from someone who knew my magic and what it looked and felt like.
So, I was down to just winging it. No magic. Maybe I should have gone to my place first and grabbed a knife. I recalled some saying about bringing a knife to a gun fight and it not being a good thing. Okay, we were down to hoping I could take out two men with only my wits and a scratchy wool blanket. Great plan.
“Ciaran? I’ve got the fox,” I called out as I carefully wove my way through the shop. I didn’t want to surprise anyone with a gun.
“In my office,” Ciaran called out. 
I saw a shadow move in the hallway beyond the office. It was way too big to be the leprechaun. One of the gunmen?
Then I caught a gleam of eyes, the way a cat’s eyes pick up light and shine in the dark.  Alek stepped just enough forward that I could make out his features but he hung back so that he was still hidden from anyone inside the office itself. He raised a finger to his lips, and then made a get away motion.  I shook my head.
“Ciaran,” I called out again. “It’s really dark out here. Can you come turn on a light or something? I feel like I’m going to kill myself running into something and this fox is super bulky.”
There was muttering from the office. I crept forward, trying to be stealthy and not knock over anything. I let the blanket slide down my body to the floor and kicked it under a table, ready to follow it if bullets started flying.
“Be right there,” Ciaran yelled. 
He emerged from the office, a taller, thinner man standing directly behind him. I assumed that guy had the gun pointed at Ciaran’s back.
“Drop the gun and tell your friend not to do anything stupid.” Alek’s voice was calm and deep. And cold enough to send chills down my spine.
“Fuck man,” said the guy behind Ciaran. He twisted his head and saw Alek’s huge form in the shadows, pointing a big hand gun at his head. “Jimmy, don’t do anything stupid.”
“There’s a guy here with a gun,” someone, I assumed Jimmy, said from inside the office. “What do we do? What? No, don’t. Don’t do that. We’re sorry. We can fix this. Shit!”
The guy in the hallway turned slightly toward the door. “What’s he doing?”
Ciaran chose that moment to sprint forward and then duck aside, behind a large oriental cabinet. Panicking, the guy with the gun started shooting into the dark shop as he swung around toward Alek.
I dove for the floor as well as something hot hit my hip. I felt as much as heard my phone shatter and then lightning pain shot through my side and down my leg.  I crawled with zero dignity under the table.
From my agonizing but safe-ish position, I saw Alek jumped by another man, this one shorter and bulkier than the first.  They grappled and the first guy ran right at me, though I wasn’t sure he could see me.  In a brilliantly thought-out move, I shoved the wadded up blanket next to me out in front of him and he sprawled into the table, knocking down the universe knows what around us.
The pain in my leg nearly blacked out my vision but I grabbed at the guy. He knew what had been done to Rose. He was the key; I couldn’t let Harper down just because of a stupid wound.
“No. You. Don’t,” I hissed. 
He stopped fighting me so suddenly I actually lost my grip. For a moment he froze and then he ripped at his neck, pulling out a medallion on a chain. I couldn’t make out the details in the dim light but nausea hit me and I felt the same kind of weird magic that had trapped Rose at work.
“No no no nononono,” the man’s voice became a litany as the medallion started to glow a sickly green.
In pain, bleeding, and out of options, I reached for my power almost on instinct, throwing my power into a giant silver circle around us both, trying to lock out the foreign magic. Whatever that thing was doing, it didn’t seem good.
The other gunman was screaming and I dimly heard Alek cursing.  Then it stopped, the sickly green light winking out as though I’d imagined it.  The man in front of me lay still, his chest slowly rising and falling, but for all appearances he wasn’t conscious.
“Jade!” Harper’s voice.
Ciaran threw on the lights and I winced, blinking rapidly to try to adjust.  Harper came up, kicking the gun further from the man’s hand. Boy, really, now that I had a look at him. I doubted he was over twenty-one.
“It’s a trap,” I said, waving at Harper to back off. “Get an axe.”
“Trick, not trap. Geez.”  She poked him with her shoe.
Misquoting Army of Darkness. I really was hurt. I crawled forward, trying to keep my weight off my injured hip. I felt the bullet inside me, my body reacting to the unknown object and trying to heal it out. I needed to get out of here before I did fully heal or there would be some truly uncomfortable questions.
But I wanted the boy’s medallion. I yanked it off his neck as I pretended to feel for a pulse and slid it into my bra as I curled my body to keep the bleeding side out of Harper’s vision.
I failed.
“Did you get shot? You’re bleeding,” Harper yanked off her tee-shirt and bent over me, trying to press it to my hip.
“My phone broke when I dove under the table,” I said, taking her shirt and covering the bloody patch as best I could. I didn’t want to look yet. If it looked anything like it felt, my side was disaster. “Just cuts, I’ll be fine.”
“We called Sheriff Lee, she’s on her way,” Ezee said. “Bloody hell, did you get shot?”
I had to get out there. Like, now.
“No, just cuts. I’m going to my place to clean up. This guy needs a medic or something, I don’t know what happened.” I tried to stand and regretted my life.
“This one is dead. I’m not sure how.” Alek’s voice. 
Dead? Oh, that was bad. It was getting harder to think. I decided to worry about one thing at a time. Step one was figuring out how to walk out of here, up the stairs to my apartment, and if I could make it to the bathtub before I fainted from the pain.  Be a lot easier to clean blood out of the bathroom than my living room carpet. I’d never get that security deposit back.
“Harper, go with Jade. The less people messed up in this, the better, no?” Ciaran said.  
“I’ve got to stay since I called the Sheriff,” Levi said.
“And I do also, since she’ll never believe only one of us was here,” Ezee added.
“I’ve got her,” Alek said. He moved with insane speed to my side and then somehow I was in his arms.  “Don’t protest,” he whispered in Russian, his breath warm on my hair. “Clearly you don’t want them to know you’ve been shot, so shut up and let me carry you.”
Since the Zerg queen of white hot pain and all her little pain-filled broodlings were currently setting up a summer home in my hip, I decided to shut up and let him carry me.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
 
Harper tried to follow us into my bathroom, but I shut the door in her face, muttering something about too many cooks in the kitchen. I hoped I made some kind of sense, but I was in too much pain and panic to care.
I’d used my magic, like a lot of magic. Maybe too much. My head certainly thought I had used way too much. It was out of practice and I felt like a former athlete who’d spent a couple years on the bench suddenly trying to beat Usain Bolt in the hundred meter dash.
Plus the more passive side-effects of not being human were taking a toll. My body was shoving shards of cell phone and what felt like a million pieces of bullet out of my hip, with what looked like a million gallons of blood.
Alek set me down as gently as he could in my bathtub and then pulled out a knife.
I flinched and held up my hands, but he just sighed and reached for my pants.
“I need to cut those away, take a look.”
“Harper,” I whispered, then switched to Russian. “She can hear us.”
A weird warmth slid over the room and I watched as the walls took on a slightly silvery sheen.
“No one outside this room can hear anything now,” he said.
“Guess being a Justice comes with bonus features.”
“First we take care of your wound. Then we’ll talk.”
I wasn’t sure which part of that I looked forward to less.  He cut my jeans away and it wasn’t anything like the fantasies I hadn’t let myself have about him cutting my clothes off. I was too busy trying to seal my teeth to each other with my jaw muscles to tell him that, thank the universe.
With the wound washed off, which let me tell you was a peachy experience I never want to repeat, it didn’t look so bad. Kind of like a steak after you take out your aggression on it with a hammer.  And bonus, I now know what my hip bone looks like and I had a nice collection of metal fragments to show the grand kids.  My phone seemed to have eaten the worst of the bullet and it was super FUBAR.
I laid back in the tub once we got the wound clean, focusing on breathing and not passing out.
“The bleeding has stopped,” Alek said. Helpful guy.
“Yeah. Give it a little while. I’ll heal.”  I wished he would shut up and go away.
“You are no hedge witch.”
“You are amazing at pointing out obvious things,” I said, opening my eyes.  “How did you know I’d understand Russian?”
“Call it a hunch.”
He leaned against my bathroom counter, looking entirely out of place in the small room.  I turned my head, choosing to look at the Dragon Ball Z poster I had on the bathroom door instead of into those speculating, piercing blue eyes.
“What happened back there? What kind of magic was that? And how did you save that boy?”
“That’s way too many questions for my brain to handle right now,” I said. All questions I didn’t really want to answer. Some I didn’t even have the answer to, anyway. Like what kind of magic this was. Human magic, I was pretty sure, so that meant ritual most likely. But it wasn’t like just anybody could use a ritual any more than a kid could open up the Dungeons and Dragons Player’s Guide and cast Magic Missile.  Magic was everywhere, in everything, but it was like sunlight or carbon molecules. If you don’t have the tools to use it and the ability somehow to even tap in, there’s no way you can make it work just by trying.
To work a ritual, you’d need knowledge, time, a power source you could access, the right ingredients and foci, combined with a strong enough will to bind it all together.  It wasn’t those kids, not working alone. Jimmy, the dead one, he’d been on the phone with someone. Someone who had tried to kill both boys using their medallions.
“You are thinking very hard for someone who pretends to know nothing,” Alek said, interrupting my half-conscious train of thought.
“I don’t know anything, not really. It’s all speculation.”
Cat-quick, he bent over me and slid his large, warm hand into my shirt. When I pictured him groping my breasts, it wasn’t exactly like this.  He pulled the medallion out of my bra and dangled it over me.  I made out a pattern of circles on its stained, black surface and it looked to be molded from clay.
“You pictured me groping your breasts?” he asked and he had that smirk I’d seen a million years ago this afternoon, before everything went to hell on the handbasket express.
Clearly, I’d spoken aloud. “Blood loss talking,” I said. I swiped at the medallion. “Give that back.”
“Tell me what it is,” he said, standing up out of my reach.
“I don’t know.” I gave him a smile to show that hey, I could tell the truth sometimes.
“But you can find out.” That wasn’t even a question. No fair.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. Not tonight. I’m kind of in heal mode here.  Why don’t you go away? I’m rescinding your invitation.”
“I am not a vampire.” He cocked his head, those ice chip eyes of his narrowing as he looked me over. “You can’t order me out.”
“Vampires don’t exist,” I muttered.  I blushed and wondered I had the blood left in my body for it. I was lying in a bathtub with half my pants missing and only a scrap of black panties covering my girl bits.  I wished I’d worn nicer underwear.  Or shaved in the last two days.  He was a shifter though, maybe he preferred his women furry.
Ho-kay. That was definitely the blood loss talking.
I looked down at my hip. The wounds were mostly closed, looking a lot more like a bad abrasion than a bunch of stitch-worthy cuts.  Time to get out of the bathtub and find if I had any Band-Aids.
“Still here?” I said. “Help me up.”
He pulled me out of the tub as though I were no bigger than a kitten. I lost the scrap of panty but managed to yank a towel over myself as I leaned heavily on the bathroom counter.
“Okay, I need to clean up here, and you really need to leave. Maybe that kid will wake up and tell you what’s going on.”
He caught my chin in his hand and tilted my head toward him, leaning in close. He smelled like vanilla and sun-kissed hay.  “I will come back tomorrow. And you will tell the truth, Jade Crow.” All trace of smirk was gone from his face.
“Fuck you,” I said, jerking my head away. Mistake, that. Red and black dots swum over my eyes and the headache vise tightened another notch.
“I thought you had revoked my invitation,” he said, and just like a freakin’ Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, he was smirking again.
“Do they train you to be this annoying at Justice Academy, or does it come naturally?” I said as I turned carefully around, deliberately not looking in the mirror, and pulled open the medicine cabinet.  I did have Band-Aids. Score.
“It runs in my family.”  He set the medallion down on the counter and pulled open the door. The silvery shield he’d cast on the room dissolved. “I’ll be back,” he said over his shoulder.
Harper lurked near the door and ducked into the bathroom as soon as Alek left.
“He managed not to make that line sound ironic at all, wow,” she said. “What were you guys doing in here?”
“Staring contest,” I said. “And I don’t think he was actually trying to quote The Terminator. You going to sleep over?”
“That okay?” She sounded so young and vulnerable. It was easy to forget sometimes that she was nearly twenty years younger than I was. I might look like I’m in my mid-twenties, but I’m a lot closer to fifty than thirty.
“Of course,” I said. “I don’t really want to be alone, you know?”
Apparently I wasn’t done lying after all.
 

 
I didn’t want to get up when my alarm blared to life, but the smell of waffles and bacon summoned me. I’d slept fitfully with weird dreams. The final dream ended with the sound of my alarm and the feel of Samir’s hands around my throat as he whispered he would be here soon.
For a moment I wondered who was making bacon, but remembered that Harper had slept on my couch. At least she was earning her keep.  I sat up too quickly and my hip pinged me with a reminder that I’d been shot the night before.  I stumbled to the bathroom with a muttered good morning to Harper and peeled up the Band-Aids.
There was a pretty amazing green, yellow, and purple bruise, but the cuts were all closed.  A gaping wound would close within minutes. A bruise? That would stick around for days. Maybe it was my body’s way of telling me I should really avoid taking damage.
I pulled on clothes, shared a somewhat awkward and quiet breakfast with Harper, and then went down to open my shop.  Harper took her laptop and said she was going to go over to Dr. Lake’s and sit with her mother, then she planned to go home and talk to her brother Max about what was happening.
After the craziness of the day before, a quiet day in my shop seemed eerie. I kept waiting for something else horrible to happen, but the hours went by without anyone ending up dead or frozen or any other hot strangers with guns barging in.
Harper called the land line in the shop around four to tell me she was heading to the B&B to talk to Max.  I felt weirdly isolated without my cell phone. I ordered a replacement online, but I wouldn’t have it until the following Monday.
I had no word from Alek. Ciaran dropped by to say he’d solved everything with the cops, at least for the moment, and that the second kid was in a coma at the hospital. The sheriff was going to write it up as a robbery gone wrong.  Nobody had any explanation for how Jimmy had died. It appeared his heart had stopped, just like that.  I didn’t envy Sheriff Lee her job explaining it to his parents or the admins at the college.
Ezee called the store as well, sometime after noon when I’d given up on doing inventory and was distracting myself by painting orc miniatures.  He said he recognized one of the kids from school and was going to ask around, see who they might have associated with. I told him to be careful and asked if he’d seen or heard from the Justice. He hadn’t.
The medallion off the kid in the coma was upstairs. As the day faded, I thought about it more and more, trying to anticipate the questions Alek might have and how to answer them in a way that would make sense but not give away more about myself than I already had.
No good. I dropped a mini back onto the newspaper and gritted my teeth.
Thoughts of Samir flooded in. Had even the relatively small amounts of magic I’d used yesterday been too much? Was he even now on his way here to finally kill me?  The tracking spell wouldn’t register, I didn’t think. Way too much ambient magic in this area for that to stand out. But the circle of protection I’d thrown up to fend off whatever killing ritual the shadowy man behind Rose’s paralyzing was performing, that wasn’t exactly minor magic. I mean, in the scale of things for me, it was. Or it would have been, once upon a time when I was in practice and in shape magically speaking.
I looked around my shop.  Pwned Comics and Games. It was home, the kind of place my teenage self had dreamed about all those years ago after my second family opened my eyes to the world of all that is nerd. I liked my life here. I didn’t want things to change. I didn’t want to have to run again.
Maybe I was still safe. No more magic though. Not even my stone floating exercises, at least not for a while. Whatever happened with Rose and the ritual mage who was behind all this was Alek’s problem to handle. He was the one trained for this shit.  I could provide emotional support to my friends, but I had to stop being involved.
I could stay for now. Keep my life here. Decision made, I relaxed a little.
Which is when, of course, the universe kicked me in the ass again.
Levi and Harper came through the front door in a rush.  I knew it was trouble just from the energy they projected, before I even made out their upset faces and heard a peep from them.
“Ezee is missing,” Levi said.
“What do you mean, missing?” I asked.  My heart took up residence in my throat.
“He was supposed to meet me at work after his last class got out.  He didn’t show and he isn’t answering either his cell or his office phone.”
“Maybe he’s at the library? Emergency student conference?” I tried to ignore my painful sense of foreboding.
“Did you talk to him today?” Harper asked.
Shit. “Shit,” I said. “I did. He said he knew one of the perps from last night and was going to ask around, see who else might be connected to the guy.”
“Shit is right,” Levi muttered. “We’re going over to Juniper to look for him. Come on.”
How could I refuse that? He was my friend. This felt an awful lot like involvement though.
“Where’s the Justice?” I asked.
“I think he went to the hospital to see if that guy had woken up yet,” Harper said. “He said something about it when he came to check on mom earlier.”
Which meant Alek was at least forty-five minutes away in another town. Wylde wasn’t large enough to have a full hospital, we just had the emergency clinic and a couple doctor’s offices.
“Okay, let me lock up,” I said. What else could I do?
 



 
Chapter 7
 
 
Juniper College is a private liberal arts university known for turning out a lot of serious students who go on to get PhDs and then work in low level service jobs for the rest of their lives trying to pay off massive student loans.  Okay, so maybe not always that last part, but it was one of those elite small schools full of people who seemed more in love with learning than with practical life skills.  I’d teased Ezee about it a lot, but in good fun.
I mean, I’d been raised by a bunch of professors and gone to a similar school. Once upon a time I had thought I could be happy in academia for the rest of my life. Before Samir and my wild years as a sorceress-in-training, plotting to make the world my bitch.
The campus was just outside Wylde proper and butted up against the border of the River of No Return Wilderness.  Ezee’s office was in the oldest building on campus, a beautiful five story timber and river stone mansion that sat like a jewel in the middle of a grove of old growth Douglas Fir trees.
The sun was low in the sky when we arrived and the campus quiet in the spring chill.  Here and there students walked in packs, talking to each other or with heads buried in their phones, and no one gave us much of a glance.
Ezee’s office was on the fourth floor.  Levi had a key and let us in when knocking clearly showed his brother wasn’t in residence.
Books filled one wall on shelves bending a little under their weight. Two overstuffed leather chairs with brass upholstery tacks decorating them in knotwork patters on the edges were positioned by the desk in a way that invited one in for a cozy chat over a cup of tea about the mysteries of the universe, or, given Ezee’s area of expertise, a lively talk about American history and treatment of native peoples.
His desk was orderly, his laptop sitting in sleep mode and plugged into the spike bar on one side. A pile of papers sat waiting to be graded or handed back.  There was a pink pen, uncapped, lying on the open area of the desk, as though Ezee had just set it down and was about to return to whatever he’d been writing.  Even his desk chair was rotated toward the door, as though he’d only stepped out for a moment, and the Armani aftershave he used still hung in the air.
“Maybe he’s in the bathroom? Or we could check the library,” I said.
“It feels like he’s here. Somehow.”  Levi shook his head and sniffed the air. “I think he’s close. I can’t tell. It’s like something is blocking my connection to him.”
The twins might be fraternal, but shifter twins were an almost unheard of phenomenon. It wasn’t a surprise that they were bonded in a magical way. We often joked that if you pinched one, the other would flinch.  Or at least glare at you, if it was Levi. Flinching wasn’t manly enough for him.
“Do you know his computer password?” Harper asked.
“Is the Pope Catholic?”
“Okay, yeah, stupid question.” 
Levi sat at the desk and unlocked the laptop.  “Nothing immediate that I can see. Let me check his calendar. He writes down everything.”
“Can I help you?” A man’s voice from right behind me made me jump. Nausea twisted in my gut and I took a step back into the office as I turned and looked the guy over.
He was about my height, maybe five eight, pudgy, close to forty, with thinning brown hair and glasses that exaggerated the bulge of his blue eyes.  He wore a brown sweater and a pair of faded khakis and looked utterly unassuming. Yet he set off my creep alert instantly. Maybe it was the nausea. Maybe it was the events of the last day.
“Hi, we’re looking for Professor Chapowits,” I said.  Despite my no magic vow, I summoned a little of my power and tried to detect if this guy had any magic on him.  Nothing. Damn. Maybe I was paranoid.
“He’s not here,” the man said. “How did you get into his office?”  He seemed weirdly nervous, his eyes darting from me, to Harper, to Levi, and the computer.
“I’m his brother,” Levi said, swinging the chair around. “You are?”
“I’m Bernie uh, Barnes. I work here. That’s my office,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Ezekiel is gone for the day. You shouldn’t be going through his things.”
“He wouldn’t have left his laptop, and he’d be answering his phone,” Levi said. “Did you see him? What did he say?”
“I just saw him leave a little while ago.  Maybe he was getting coffee. He likes to get coffee at the student café. You should try there.”  Bernie Barnes, whose name sounded like a bad Stan Lee villain’s, smiled weakly at us, nodding as though he’d thought of something brilliant. 
I really didn’t like this guy.  He seemed desperate to convince us that Ezee wasn’t here and everything was fine.  I studied him more with my magic enhanced vision. It wasn’t that I was getting nothing, I realized. I was seeing not just an absence of magic but an actual null void. He should have registered as a human, with the little ticks and flurries of ambient power that flowed around all life forms.  But to my magical vision, it was like he wasn’t there at all.
“Why don’t you come with us,” I said. “Show us where it is.”
“Okay,” Bernie said, surprising me. “Let me lock up my office.”  He turned and walked down the hall.
“That guy seem weird to you?” Harper asked.
“Hella weird,” Levi said.
I stepped out of the office and saw Bernie disappearing not into one of the offices in the hall but through the stairwell doors.
“Shit, he’s running,” I said.
We bolted after him, Harper and Levi leaving me in their dust as we raced for the stairs.  Bernie Barnes flew down those steps ahead of them, outpacing even shifter speed with his lead. Of course, even with super-speed, there’s only so quickly they could charge down four flights of stairs.
Make that five. Bernie headed for the basement and there we lost him.
The bottom floor stairway opened into a cramped hall with three doors leading off. No sign of Bernie. The hum of a furnace room greeted me as I slid to a stop beside Harper.
“Which door?” Harper said. She sniffed the air. “I can’t smell him. Just dampness.”
The air was humid and clammy. I assumed the door with the vents in it was to the mechanical room, so that left two others.  Levi pulled open one and revealed a janitorial closet. Not that way.  The other door opened to a set of iron stairs that led even further down. We listened at the top of those steps but heard nothing from below over the noise from the old furnace.
“I think that might lead to the steam tunnels. I vote that way.” Harper started down the steps.
“Unless he’s hiding in the mechanical room waiting for us to go away. Maybe we should split up,” Levi said. 
“Because splitting the party always leads to win, right?” I said. “Oh, wait, no, it usually leads to death.”
“This isn’t a game,” Levi hissed at me. “My brother could be down there. That guy knows something. He could be the evil behind all this.”
“That guy?” Harper said. “But he’s so chubby and… nerdy.”
“Oh right, so evil can’t look like a dopey professor? Do you even read comic books?”
“You trying to accuse me of being a fake nerd girl? Seriously?”
“Hey, you two, stop it.” I stepped between them. They were both irritated, their shoulders thrown back, heads forward, posturing like they wanted a fight. Sure, Harper and Levi arguing wasn’t unusual but they didn’t generally do it in a way that looked like they were about to shift and tear each other apart.
Levi’s lips peeled back and his eyes went from dark brown to golden as he gathered his power. He was about to shift.
That’s when I sensed the trap.  Magic, the same shadowy magic that was binding Rose, coiled around the room like a snake waiting to strike. Waiting for the two shifters to reach into that other world where their animal selves waited and shift.  I had no idea what the trap would do to them. I doubted it would freeze them like Rose, it would take a lot more power than I felt in this room to do something that complicated, but I’d put money on at least knocking them out.  It was a pretty hefty spell gathering here.
“STOP,” I yelled at Levi as Harper growled behind me and Levi tensed to spring.
The trap sprung as he went from man to wolverine in less then a heartbeat. I threw as much power as I could yank up from within myself into another silver circle around all three of us and threw myself into Levi’s furry body.
Shadowy power swirled around my circle and then dissipated with a discordant chime that rang inside my head as I held onto the image of a silver protecting circle even as I tried to hold back a wolverine almost as big as I was.  Levi’s claws ripped into my back and then he was a man again, holding me instead of me holding him.
“Shit. Jade. Shit. I’m so sorry.” Levi shook in my arms as he pulled away and then reached out again, his hands bloody.
“It’s okay. It was a trap,” I managed to say.
“Jade. Your back,” Harper said. She knelt behind me and reached for the shreds of my shirt.
“It’s not so bad,” I said, though it felt pretty unfun. The pain was not the white-hot stabs of the bullet wound the night before but a more twisting ache. I’d already used too much magic warding off and diffusing the trap.  What was a little more? I called on more power and it came even easier than the day before, my sorceress skills apparently not as rusty as I’d thought.  I sealed myself off from the pain, pushing power at the wounds and imagining I was a cleric casting a cure moderate wounds spell.
“Shit,” Harper said. “How did you do that?”
“You aren’t a hedge witch,” Levi said softly, staring at me with a mix of awe and fear on his face.
“No. I’ll explain later,” I said.  I wouldn’t. I had to leave Wylde, like, yesterday. It wasn’t safe here anymore.
But first I’d go down into those steam tunnels with them and see if we could find Ezee.  If there were more traps, well, what was a little extra magic. Samir wouldn’t be here in the next hour.
I hoped.
“Come on. Let’s go see what’s down those steps,” I said, getting to my feet.
Levi unzipped his hoodie and handed it to me. I pulled it on over my ruined shirt and felt like crying. My friends were good people. I was going to miss them like crazy.  But I’d rather miss them than get them killed.
“Gamers in steam tunnels. This always ends well,” I said, trying to smile.
Neither of them smiled back.
The steps led down into a tight corridor.  The clamminess increased, and as we moved carefully forward, the air took on the faint scent of decay.
The corridor branched. Levi sniffed and motioned to the right. Even I could tell the smell of dead things was stronger that way.  We didn’t speak.  My head started pounding and it was difficult to breathe as the stench escalated.
The tunnel terminated in a round room that had probably held more mechanical devices for moving warm air around the place fifty or a hundred years ago. Now it just held a room out of a B-movie horror flick.
A huge pentagram was drawn on the floor in what looked like brownish paint but was probably dried blood. On a metal shelf to one side was an assortment of dried herbs, a couple ritual daggers straight out of a Kit Rae catalog complete with gem skulls and extraneous spiked bits, and a few books about magic.  The books were bunk, new-age and totally harmless. Yet somehow this guy and his flunkies had managed to raise a lot of power.  On the other side of the pentagram was a desk with a few papers strewn across it and beyond that another door.
“Oh god,” Harper moaned.  She’d walked over to the desk and stood with her arms wrapped protectively around herself.
I moved to where I could see past her and the desk and found the source of the dead animal smell.
Two wolves were crouched there, both frozen like Rose, snarls on their faces.  They were far too large to be real wolves, I realized. They had been shifters.  One was rotted away, bones clearly sticking out in yellowed contrast to the grey fur.  Its eyes were gone, only dark gunky sockets remained.
The other wolf was in slightly better shape. Its body was emaciated, looking like a creature out of a Humane Society commercial but even worse. Patches of its fur had come off and I could count its ribs and just about every other bone in its body. Its dark brown eyes were still there, staring up at us.
“I think Ezee was here,” Levi whispered, coming up beside Harper and I. “I can faintly smell him.”
“They are dead, right? Not like mom,” Harper said. I wasn’t sure she was talking to me, but I put my hand gently on her shoulder anyway.
“That smell certainly says so,” I said.  I looked down at the desk. “Hey, is that a map?”  Maybe we’d finally caught a break here.
“Yeah. That’s a map of the Frank near the Wylde river region here.”  Levi bent over the map, tracing the lines. “Guess he got out in too much of a hurry to take it. Wonder what this writing is.”
I studied the writing. “Sanskrit?” I guessed. “It’s notes about the full moon hitting zenith and some kind of conjunction with Jupiter. Those lines there that look random? Those are ley lines, I think. He’s mapped out a node of power there.  That can’t be good.”
“How many languages do you speak?” Levi was staring at me again.
“All of them.”
“No, seriously,” he said.
See? Even when I tell the truth, no one believes me. What’s the point?
“Is mom going to end up like that?” Harper said. Her eyes were locked on the wolves.
“No, Harper, geez.  Don’t even think like that.  We’ve uncovered a huge lead for Alek, right?” I gave her shoulder a little shake.
“The full moon is tonight,” Levi said.
“We have to find Alek,” I said. “Come on, that guy is long gone and I don’t want us lost down here. We know where he will be. Bring the map and stuff.”
“Are you sure they are dead?” Harper said, refusing to be pulled away as Levi gathered up the papers on the desk.
Oh for fuck’s sake. I swallowed the words and walked around the desk, breathing only through my mouth as my eyes watered under the assault of the bodies’ acrid smell.  I bent and put my hand on the head of the wolf that was less rotted out and summoned up my magic again.
The same twisting dark bonds that had locked Rose up were present in the wolf. Same pattern, same flow towards an intricate knot I could sense but not unravel. 
Same faint heartbeat beneath it.
I stumbled back too quickly and ended up on my ass against the wall.  I knew what Bernie Barnes was up to.  I knew where all his power was coming from. The emaciated bodies filled in the final puzzle piece.
It shouldn’t have been possible, but somehow he had found a way to paralyze shifters and then cannibalize their innate power for his own spells.
“He’s not dead, is he? He’s like mom. That’s what mom is gonna be. No, no,” Harper cried out and started to come around the desk.
“Get her out of here, Levi,” I said, shoving myself to my feet. “I’ll meet you guys at the car. Go!”
Levi’s eyes met mine and he nodded gravely, understanding what I meant to do.  He grabbed Harper’s arm and yanked her toward the door we’d come in. “Come on, kid. We need to get out of here.”
Tears streaming down her face, she looked at me and then nodded bleakly.
I waited until they were through the door and out of sight before I walked over to the shelf and picked up one of the daggers.  I wanted to cuss Alek and his stupid fucking visions right out, but it wasn’t him who had done this.  His vision was about to come true, in a way, but it was my choice.  I’m good at lying and at running, but I try not to lie to myself too much.  It’s a bad habit.
I stood over the wolf, my hand shaking as I held the dagger.  I knew I should drive it into the wolf’s heart.  Which would make me a killer.
Warmth spread through me as a furry head butted into my side, rocking me on my feet.  Wolf, my guardian, materialized beside me and nudged my arm again.  I looked at her through blurred vision. The tears I’d been trying to shed in the last two days were here finally, stinging as they ran down my cheeks.
“Okay,” I whispered, “Message received.”
I knelt and drove the dagger into the wolf’s chest.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
 
We didn’t have to track Alek down. He was waiting for us outside the game shop when we arrived after a silent and tense car ride.
“We know who it is.”
“He has Ezee.”
“He has my brother.”
All three of us spoke on top of each other and Alek held up a hand. 
“One at a time, and maybe not out here?” He looked at me and frowned. “I smell blood.”
“I’m fine,” I said. I pulled out my keys, bumping my bruised hip as I did so. Another painful reminder that I wasn’t fine. Nothing was.  Again I felt irrational anger at Alek for coming into my world and wrecking everything.  Two days ago everything had been normal. Now, my life was ruined. Again.
Inside the shop, Levi and I quickly explained what had happened at the school.  I pushed the miniatures to the side and Levi laid out the map we’d found.  Harper sat heavily in my chair behind the desk and booted up my computer.
“Think he actually works there? We can find out who he really is on the faculty page, I think,” she said.  Her face was too calm, her eyes puffy but clear.  She had the hollow look of someone who had suffered too much pain too quickly and burned down to an empty core of rage.
I knew that feeling. I knew that look. Intimately.  I was halfway there myself.  The other half? Sheer terror.
“I’m going upstairs to get a new shirt,” I said.
Alek followed me. I wasn’t really surprised.
“If we are going to talk,” I said, “Then you better do that silence ward thingy you did last night.”  Fuck. Only last night I’d been bleeding in my bathtub.  Two nights ago I’d been plotting how to sucker my players into their latest adventure and rolling up stats on a Liche Lord.
Silvery magic slipped over the walls of my bedroom. I pulled out a batman tee-shirt and pulled off the bloody hoodie and my torn up shirt.  I kept my back to Alek and he waited until I was clothed again before speaking.
“This Bernie Barnes, he’s a sorcerer like you?” he asked.
So, he had figured out what I was. Guess that wasn’t really a surprise.
“No. He’s using rituals, which I guess makes him a warlock. The magic isn’t inside him, he’s stealing it.  I think that’s what the ley line map and his notes are about.” I sat heavily on my bed and looked down at my hands. There was dried blood under my nails. Awesome.  Tears threatened again. Twenty plus years without crying and now I was about to do it twice in a day. More awesome.
“Stealing power from shifters,” Alek prompted. “Like a sorcerer.”
“Stop saying that. You’re wrong. We can’t steal power, not like that.” I glared at him. “I have power because I was born with it. It’s like this well inside me.  A witch or warlock or whatever you call a human magic user has only the ability to use power, not the actual power itself inside them. They have to do special rituals or tap power sources like ley lines, bodies of water, or plots of land, Gods, that kind of thing, to actually work magic.  Shifters are different. You guys are one trick ponies.  Well, you might not be.” I stopped for a steadying breath and waved my hand at my shimmering walls. “But most shifters just have that one connection to their animal.  You guys are magic, instead of using it.  And it isn’t a magic that is accessible to anyone else. If I ate your heart, nothing would happen but a bad stomach ache.”
“You eat hearts? I thought that was legend.” He ran a hand through his hair. Some fell over his forehead and I wanted to get up and go to him, brush it away. Lean into his vanilla and musk warmth and pretend he was just a hot guy in my bedroom and that I wasn’t sitting here on borrowed time while the world went to ruin around me.
“I don’t,” I said. “But I could. If, say, I ate the heart of this Bernie guy, I’d have his knowledge, his ability to use the kind of power he’s wielding.” I saw Alek’s expression at that and realized I really shouldn’t have used this situation as an example.       “Anyway, that’s a sorcerer thing. Bernie can’t do that. I think, and again, I’m making educated but pretty crazy guesses with the stuff we already know, but I think he’s not using shifter powers so much as using their life force as a source. He’s doing it with shifters probably for a couple reasons. One, no one is going to be that alarmed if they come across a guy with a bunch of stuffed animals lying around.  Two, you guys have a lot of life source. What makes you hard to kill is what makes you perfect as a sort of magical battery for this guy.”
Now that I was saying it all aloud it made even more sense than it had in my head as I ran through my ideas on the drive back to my shop.
“The full moon, the ley line node, and a fresh healthy shifter to power whatever he’s doing out there tonight, well, put it together and you’ve got really bad news. He might be able to tap into the node from there and create some kind of permanent conduit.  After that, and considering how he views your kind as walking batteries, you’ll have a serious problem.”
“Yes,” Alek said. “But we can stop him tonight, before the moon rises.  Make him undo what he has done. And then I’ll kill him.”
“Wait, what’s this ‘we’, white man?” I said. “I am not going with you. And don’t you dare drag Levi and Harper along either. They nearly got caught in one of this guy’s traps today. You have training, experience. They don’t. Right now this guy is pretty much just a human. You should be able to handle that.”  Though we had no idea how many minions he had left. Two were out of commission. Were there more? I shoved the thought into the not my problem file.
“Why not come with me? You have power, you can help stop him, do your protection thing and tell me if he’s undoing his magic.”
“No. I’m leaving town before I get us all killed.” He’d been right when he told me the night before that I would tell him the truth. He already knew what I was. What did it matter if he knew the rest? “I’m here in Wylde because I thought the ley lines and the abundance of shifters and other magic users would hide me. But it was only going to work as long as I didn’t use my own magic.  All those horror stories you hear about sorcerers? They aren’t really about the rest of us, few as we are. They are about one man and he’s probably on his way here right now to destroy me and anyone I care about.”
“Then I will fight him with you, in exchange for your help on this current matter.” Alek looked skeptical and his shrug was casual.
I laughed, the sound raw and ugly.  I could have left it at that, he didn’t need to understand, after all. I didn’t need to change his mind.  But I wanted him to know the truth, it was weirdly important to me that he see I was right, that I couldn’t stay, how badly I had to run. It wasn’t only terror making me go; it was the only way anyone would survive.
“Wolf, show him,” I said softly, looking over at where my guardian was flopped on the floor by my dresser.  Alek gave me a strange look, which was fair since as far as he could see I was talking to an empty patch of carpet.
Then he gasped and his hand slid to his gun as Wolf chose to become visible.  She was all black, the size of a pony, with a wolf’s head and ears, a body like a tiger’s, giant paws with retractable claws like a lynx’s, and the long thick tail of a snow leopard.  Her eyes were the black of a perfect night sky with no moon, their depths endless and full of tiny stars.
“Undying,” he murmured and for a moment I thought he might bow or something. “She is with you?” He looked at me with something like awe on his face.
Wolf was a spirit guardian, what some called the Undying. The legend went that they were the guards of the beings that had become the human’s gods. I don’t really know about that, since Wolf doesn’t talk to me and certainly doesn’t share any secrets of the universe with me.
“I guess so. My cousins dropped me down a mine shaft as a bad joke when I was four. I was hurt and terrified, but then Wolf showed up. She stopped the pain and carried me out. Been with me ever since.”  I stood up and went to her. “But that isn’t what I wanted you to see.”  I touched her belly where a stark white line of scar tissue broke up the perfect darkness of her fur.
“Samir, the sorcerer after me, he did that to her last time I ran from him.”
“He scarred an Undying?” Alek gave a low whistle.
“He’s been gathering power and eating the hearts of any rivals since back when a guy named Jesus told the meek they’d inherit the earth,” I said. “Now do you see? You want me to help you stop the magical equivalent of a drunk driver while I’m telling you I need to get the hell out of here before I bring down a world-ending meteor on our heads.”
Wolf butted me with her head and then disappeared.  No idea what she meant by that gesture, as usual. I chose to ignore the feeling of unhappiness I got from it.
“So you will keep running from him.” Alek’s tone made it clear that wasn’t a question. “Until when?” That was probably rhetorical. 
I ignored his tone. “Until I’m strong enough to fight him.”
“And you grow stronger while you run away?” Alek said in a tone I was starting to really hate.
 “I don’t know.  He’s evil, Alek, and he hates me with an obsessive rage.  He hunted me down after I failed to kill him the first time, used my family to lure me out.  He would have killed all of us if I hadn’t run.” Tears sprang to my eyes and I curled my hands into fists.  “He killed them.  Because of me.”
Technically, they’d killed themselves after he’d captured and tortured them and then hooked them up to a bomb. I could still hear Ji-hoon’s last words telling me not to come, telling me to flee as far and as fast as I could.  Could hear the sound of the bomb as the four of them decided they would rather give their lives by setting the device off than let Samir take me as well.
“You tried to kill him?”
“Dammit. Yes. I found out he wasn’t really my lover or my friend. He was using me, fattening up my magic by training me and helping me be more powerful so he could make a tastier meal of me later. So yeah, I tried to kill him. I failed, okay? Twice. And now, this is my life. I run away so that I can live. So that my friends here can live.”
“I understand,” he said. His voice had gone cold and quiet. “I will go stop this warlock myself.”
He turned and walked to the door, throwing it open as he dropped his sound-proofing ward.  Then he hesitated and looked back at me.
“You survive,” he said. “Not live. You are not living, Jade Crow.”
“Fuck you,” I yelled after him. I didn’t need his judgment. Anger would have been better than the disappointment in his face. Better than those words, words so close to the ones my own heart whispered to me in the dead hours of the night sometimes.
 

 
I stumbled into the bathroom and saw the medallion sitting on the counter where I’d apparently forgotten it the night before. Angrily I shoved it into a drawer.  I turned the water on as hot as I could stand and scrubbed at my hands until no more blood stained them.  Then I splashed water on my face until I could look into the mirror and pretend I didn’t look like a mess.
Levi and Harper were still in the shop, alone. I let out my breath with a huff of relief.  At least Alek had made them stay here.
“That guy told us the truth,” Levi said.  “His name really is Bernard Barnes and he’s a professor of Religious Studies at Juniper.”
“Well, I guess that’s good,” I said. My brain was already inventorying the place, trying to decide what I would take with me and what I would leave. I’d have to leave most of it.
“He said you weren’t going to help,” Harper said. She came around from behind the counter and stood, hands on her hips, looking at me with accusing green eyes.
“I’d get in the way,” I said.
“That’s what he said about us.” Harper shook her head.
“He’s right, Harper. He’s a Justice. They are like super-shifters, right? That’s what you guys told me.  Your Council of Nine sent him here to fix things. So let him do his job.”
“She’s right,” Levi said, his voice rough but soft. “Let’s go, Harper.”
I was glad to have support from his quarter, but it surprised me. I squinted at him. “Where are you going?”
“To see mom at Dr. Lake’s. Max is with her. If that’s okay with you?” She said the last part with an exaggerated sneer.
Fuck. My last conversation with my best friend was going to be a fight. Totally awesomesauce. Not.
“Yeah, of course,” I said. I went to her and tried to give her a hug.
She stepped back. “See you later,” she said.  Levi was already half out the door.
“Bye, guys,” I whispered as the door chimes rang.
 



 
Chapter 9
 
 
How do you leave a home? If the third time was supposed to be the charm, one would think I’d have this down by now.
I locked up my shop and went back upstairs.  A couple pairs of jeans, the few teeshirts I hadn’t bled on and destroyed in the last couple days, socks, underclothes, my Pikachu footie pajamas.  I didn’t take any of my posters or figurines, but I did pack my dice bag. I knew wherever I went, I could probably find gamers. We are legion, after all.
I did my dishes and vacuumed all the floors. I was walking out on my lease, so I figured the least I could do was clean up the place a bit.  I looked around. This was my life. And now it was over. Again.
I walked down into the shop and flicked on a light.  My orc miniatures sat on the counter, primed and ready for paint to bring them to life.  I could almost hear the echo of my friends’ laughter from the back room where the game table stood empty, could smell the traces of a hundred pizza deliveries and spilled soda pop.  The concrete floors were scuffed around the counter where Harper’s combat boots always left marks when she stood there for hours on end chatting away with me while playing Hearthstone on her laptop.
I walked behind the counter and took a single framed picture off the wall. It was the only thing I still had from my last real home, twenty years ago.
It was just a pen sketch. Four figures done up comic-book-style and a small Korean signature in red ink at the bottom.  Ji-hoon, one of my surrogate parents, had been an illustrator for Marvel back in the Comics Bronze Age of the late seventies and eighties.  He’d done a family portrait for me as a high school graduation present.
There was Kayla with her usual side ponytail and giant smile. Sophie with her 1980s punk band Mohawk and one hand flipping off the artist.  Todd with his hair over his forehead, his oversized glasses, and his favorite Pi tee-shirt on. Ji-hoon with his carefully cut, short black hair, and slight stature which he always exaggerated in self-portraits.  And an awkward girl named Jessica Carter with waist-length black hair, big cheekbones, and a huge glowing D20 pendant around her neck.
That had been me.  I’d been Jade Crow when I was born. Then Jessica Carter to my second family. Jade Crow again to my third.
I didn’t know who I would be next. I just wanted to be myself, whoever that was.  But I’d chosen the wrong boyfriend in college and any normal life after that was game over for me.  Alek had been right about that. I had to be in survival mode, always. I’d forgotten that truth these last few years, making a home here in Wylde.
I’d been stupid.
“And this, kids, is why we can’t have nice things,” I said to the picture before tucking it into my duffle bag.
I looked around again.  Dammit. I didn’t want to leave.  Maybe my car wouldn’t start and I’d be stuck.  Maybe Samir had given up on me. The last time he’d gotten anywhere near me that I knew of was over a decade ago. Maybe he wasn’t still looking for my magical signature, waiting to trap me.  Maybe he was dead. 
Fat fucking chance.
I had to leave. Tonight. Putting it off would make the leaving tougher. My friends were pissed at me. I was pissed at me. Would using more magic to help Alek have been so awful?
I wasn’t sure. I didn’t trust what I might do if faced with a choice between saving Rose and Ezee and letting them die.
Alek had said his vision showed me standing at a crossroads between shifters dying and living. I’d killed one shifter, a man whose name I might never know. It didn’t matter it that it was a mercy killing. I didn’t want to kill anyone.
Lies. I wanted to kill Samir. Sometimes I dreamed terrible and explicit revenge fantasies when I couldn’t sleep on the worst nights.  I wanted to rain hell upon him in the worst way.  And yet.  He had a couple thousand years of practice on me and only in my deepest nightmares did I even speculate how many sorcerers and human mages he’d eaten over the millennia. There was no way I’d ever be strong enough to face him.
And you grow stronger while you run away? Alek’s words ran through my mind.
I hadn’t grown stronger. The magic I had used in the last two days felt pretty weak to me. My power was still there, but I’d grown out of shape, out of practice.  I was getting weaker.
“All the more reason you can’t stay,” I said aloud to the accusing silence.  Maybe I was a coward, but I’d be an alive coward. And my friends would be safe.  I was doing the right thing.
I sighed and wondered who I was trying to convince, standing here arguing with myself in my head about a decision that only had one good answer where everyone got to go on living. 
Survive. You are not living, Jade Crow. Alek’s words in my head again.
Footsteps raced up the street outside, distracting me from my stupid inner turmoil, and I was already turning toward the door when Max, Harper’s little brother, ran into it and started yelling my name.
I unlocked the door and Max nearly fell into my arms as he burst through, talking rapidly.
“Woah there, buddy. Slow down. Who took Rose?”  I tried to parse his rushed sentences.
“Harper and Levi,” he said. “They came by a while ago, said I should go get some coffee. I went out and when I got back nobody was there. They took mom. I thought I should run to you cause your phone just goes to voice mail and no one is picking up and I don’t know where they are.”
“I do,” I muttered, thinking hard.  Levi had definitely given in too easily. “Idiot.”
“Me?”
“No, not you. Me. I should have known they’d go after Alek. They’re going to try to fight the guy who did that to your mom and force him to undo it.”
“Good,” Max said.
“What? No. Not good.” They were going to go get in the way at best, and at worst get Alek killed if he was distracted trying to protect them. They’d get everyone killed, or enslaved and paralyzed, and universe knew what else. Fucking toast on a stick.
I had to stop them. Or save them. I couldn’t just leave now.
Besides, I really did want to fight something. Bernard Barnes wasn’t Samir, but he was a start.
Maybe this was the universe’s way of telling me it was time to stop running.
“All right, Universe,” I said, glaring up at the ceiling. “Message received.”
“What are you going to do?” Max said as he followed me up the steps and into my apartment.
“I know sort of where they were going, but we don’t have the map. So I have to cast a spell on this medallion I took off one of the evil minions so we can track the person who made it, who I bet is the guy your sister and Levi went after, and so we can stop him from killing everyone before the moon hits zenith.”
“Cool,” Max said. 
Oh, to be fifteen again.
The medallion was still in the bathroom drawer.  I looked it over, finding little imperfections and dents in the clay that I hoped meant it was handmade.  The stain on it reminded me of dried blood, and I tried not to think about that too hard as I held it in both hands and called on my magic.
It was a variation of the spell I’d done for Alek, only I needed no compass this time. The medallion would act as my guide. I felt it pulling northwest.
“You have your permit, right?” I asked Max as we descended the stairs to my car.  The moon was already peaking up over the buildings.
“Yeah?”
“Good.” I tossed him my keys. “I need to focus on this spell. You’re driving. Try not to kill us.”
For the record, my car started up just fine.
 

 
“Pull over here,” I told Max after about half an hour of driving on the narrow highway along the border of the River of No Return Wilderness. “This is where I have to go on foot.”
“The moon is over the trees,” he said as we got out of the car.  “How far is it? How long do we have?”
I almost said “who is this we, white man,” but I’d used that line once today and I figured there was some kind of cosmic limit.
“Me. I’m going. You are staying here with my car and making sure it doesn’t get stolen.”
“Stolen. Right.” His shoulders slumped.
“I mean it, Max. Please?” I softened my tone and gave him my best desperate female gaze.
“Okay,” he muttered.
I followed the medallion’s pull into the trees, shoving my way through the undergrowth. It was goddamned dark in here. I used more magic, feeding it into my talisman until the D20 glowed enough that I could see a few feet ahead.  The ferns and weeds grew fewer as I moved into the more mature forest away from the road, but I was still moving too slowly. My lungs hurt and my leg muscles burned as I half stumbled, half ran through the dark woods.
This wasn’t working. At this rate, I’d get there about dawn if they were really deep into the wilderness.  There might have been an access road or old logging path that provided a better way, but my tracking spell wasn’t Google Maps. It could only tell me direction, not the best route by car.
How long had it been since Alek and company stormed out of my store? Two hours? Three?  Maybe they’d won and were on their way back to rub in my face how I’d missed all the action.
“Stop talking yourself out of doing shit,” I said aloud as I stopped moving for a moment and leaned against a tree.  I wasn’t sure about lovely, but the woods were dark and deep, Robert Frost had gotten that part right. I guess two of three ain’t bad.  Wind rustled in the branches high over my head as I gasped in the cool, damp air.
Wolf materialized beside me and cocked her head at me.
“You going to help?” I asked her, not expecting an answer.
She bent low and twisted her head toward her back.
“Guess that’s a yes,” I said, smiling at her. “Thank you.”  I jumped up onto her back, digging my free hand into her thick, warm fur and clinging with my sore legs.  I hadn’t ridden on Wolf’s back since she dragged us both bleeding and half dead out of the burning rubble where my family had chosen death and where I’d made my second and most disastrous stand against Samir.
This ride was a lot more fun. She sprang forward, gliding just over the ground in large, smooth bounds.  I kept my grip on her fur and on the medallion, holding the tracking spell as best I could, but she seemed to know where to go. We soared through the woods, covering miles in a rush.  I finally gave up on the spell and used that hand to grip my braid, keeping my head down as branches whipped by and threatened to tear off all my hair.  Long hair can be a bitch.
After an eternity that wasn’t long enough, Wolf slowed and dropped into a crouch. As my ears adjusted to the sudden lack of movement and wind, I heard chanting coming from up ahead.  I blinked tears from my eyes and peered into the darkness. There seemed to be more light in front of us than a full moon on a clear night could account for.
Wolf crept forward until she reached the edge of a giant clearing where the trees stopped abruptly and the land sloped downward.  In the moonlight I saw a field at the bottom of the hill.  Tiki torches were set in a loose ring, providing enough light to make out what was going on.
There were no triumphant friends or even a raging battle.  As far as I could tell, my side had already pretty much lost whatever fight had happened.
Within the ring of light were two circles drawn with what I guessed was loose chalk.  The smaller circle held a huge white tiger.  Alek, I guessed. He was caught within a holding spell, I assumed, since he should have been able to just step out of the thing but instead was turning and growling as though he were caught in an iron cage.
The second, larger circle contained Bernie Barnes in a ridiculous black hooded robe with silver runes sewn onto it.  He knelt over a reddish brown dog. No, not a dog. A coyote. Ezee.  He was chanting in Sanskrit, the words much less relevant than the twisting shadow lines of power swirling like ghosts above him.
For a moment I didn’t see Harper or Levi. Maybe Max had been wrong. I scanned the ground inside the ring of torches and two dark shapes on the edge caught my eye. A fox and a wolverine, red and fawn fur bright against the dark grass.  I couldn’t tell from here if they were alive, but they definitely weren’t conscious.
Rage swelled in me, white hot, and with it came more of my magic. I fed my frustration into it, and gathered power in my hands.
“All right, Wolf,” I whispered to my companion, “the plan is we charge down there and wreck that motherfucker’s night.”
I couldn’t kill him since we needed him to undo his spells, but I could make him hurt. Make him regret ever even thinking about using magic.  I could show him what a real goddamn mage could do.
Wolf charged.  We burst down the hill and into the ring of torches and I brought my hands up, aiming balls of force right at Bernie’s hooded head.
I totally would have saved the night if the evil minion I hadn’t spotted had waited just another few seconds.
But he didn’t.
Instead he shot me in the back.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
 
The shot was loud. The bullet ripped through me and the pain wiped my grip on my magic.  That whole thing with the bullet in the hip? A flesh wound compared to the tearing pain that spiked through my chest.  I think I stopped breathing.
I tumbled off Wolf’s back and stopped my fall with my face.  My arms and legs didn’t seem to want to respond.  I didn’t think a bullet could kill a sorceress, but this one felt like it was giving an A-plus effort.
The pain turned from lightning strikes to a deep, terrifying chill.  I heard the chanting continuing and somewhere beside me Wolf growled. She might look scary as fuck, but she can’t actually do anything to a human. Or stop a bullet. 
My eyes didn’t seem to want to open, either.  The grass was wet and cool on my cheek. Maybe I’d just stay here. It smelled good. Clean. Nothing like blood or dying animals. I don’t like blood.  It’s so sticky.
“I got her!” a man’s voice called out near me.
Wolf licked my back, her tongue molten hot, and I screamed.  The pain faded back enough that I could think again, and when I moved my hands to get them underneath me and pry my face off the dirt, they sluggishly obeyed.
I raised my head, spitting out blood and dirt. My mouth was gritty but at least my eyes were working now and I seemed to be able to breathe again.  A young man in a black robe stood about ten feet from me, pointing a gun and grinning.
I reached for my magic and this time I didn’t try to really control the flow of it. I tore open the dams on my power and let it fill me to the brim. The pain gave up, turning off like a switch had been flipped. I knew somewhere in my subconscious that I was going to really regret this tomorrow, but I wanted to live until tomorrow.
I wrapped one hand around my talisman and struggled to my knees.  I thrust my magic down into my left arm and used it to extend my fist, slapping the gun out of the evil minion’s hand.  He yelled in surprise, but I didn’t stop there.  I swung my arm back, using the same force to punch him in the face.
He went down and stayed down.  Guess no one had ever told him not to bring a gun to a mage fight.
I laughed, though the sound came out as more of a hiccupping cough.  The chanting grew quicker, more frantic.  I twisted and looked at Bernie.  The moonlight shone on the huge silver dagger in his hands as he raised it over Ezee’s body.  He was twenty feet away from me at least. I tried to rise and my vision swam with red and black dots.
Tiger-Alek roared, drawing my gaze to him. He was closer. I remembered how quickly he could move. He just needed out of that circle.
That, I could do.
I let go of my talisman and slammed both fists into the ground, channeling the raging tide of my magic into the surface of the earth.  I visualized it charging just under the roots of the grass like a tunneling Arrakis sandworm.  The grass rippled and the earth buckled in a straight line from my hands to the circle trapping Alek.
When the ripple hit the circle, I yanked my fists up and threw them wide in a breaking motion.
The circle flew apart, dark shards of power shooting into the air and chalk exploding in a white cloud.  Tiger-Alek sprang free and took two great leaping bounds before he crashed through the circle surrounding Bernie.
“Don’t kill him!” I yelled.  My magical tide was receding. I was definitely hitting a limit.  I pushed myself to my feet.
Tiger-Alek slammed into Bernie, knocking him to the side.  Then he was just Alek again. He grabbed the chubby warlock by his robe and twisted his wrist in a crazy Bruce Lee kind of move until Bernie screamed and dropped the knife. Even stumbling forward and still fifteen feet away, I heard Bernie’s arm break.
“Is the spell broken?” Alek called to me.
I looked around. No more shadows flew around the broken circle, and though I could still sense Bernie’s weird, nauseating magic, it wasn’t strong anymore.
“I think so,” I said.  “Harper? Levi?”
“Alive, I can hear them breathing.” 
Super senses must be nice. I sagged with relief.
“Good. So, Bernie Barnes, we meet again.” I looked down at the whimpering man.  He looked so pathetic that I almost felt sorry for him. Almost.
“You don’t understand,” he whined. “You don’t know what you’ve done. I was so close.”
“I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.” I said. “Save the Bond villain explanation for whatever god greets you in hell. Unless, of course, you want to live.”
There was zero way he was going to live.  Shifter justice isn’t very nice. But he didn’t need to know that yet.
“Yes,” he said, his bug-like blue eyes filled with desperation.
“All you have to do is undo your spells, the ones that suck power from my friends. Very simple.” I smiled at him.
From his reaction, it wasn’t a very pleasant smile.
“I, uh,” he stuttered and then looked up at Alek and then back at me. “I can’t.”
“You worked the spell. How?”
“I found an old book. Bought it on Ebay. Most of it was gibberish, but then some of the spells worked. But I couldn’t get enough power, not from people. They kept dying, you see. Then I discovered one of them.” He looked back up at Alek. “Werepeople. The book described using magical creatures as vessels.”
“Where is this book?” And what fucking idiot warlock had written down such dangerous spells? Rage trickled back through me, giving me a second wind, and I glared down at the shaking man.
“I burnt it. I didn’t my disciples to steal it.  Jimmy and Collin were always lifting things, trying to find ways to gain power like I did. Then they sold that damn fox for weed money. This is their fault!”
“Oh yeah, your problem was that you hired bad help. Sure.”  I looked at Alek. His eyes were flame and ice in the flickering torchlight.
“He’s telling the truth,” Alek said softly.
“So you can’t undo your spells? You really don’t know how?”
“No, I’m telling you. The book didn’t tell me that. Why would I want to?  Before now, I mean. Those two,” he said, motioning toward Harper and Levi, “they aren’t tapped. They are just unconscious. They’ll wake up. See? It’s only that one.”
“Not just him,” I said. “What about the fox? What about those wolves under your office?”
“I can’t do anything about it now. Don’t let that thing kill me. I won’t do it again. I’m sorry.” Bernie said, his voice rising into a high screech.
I sank to my knees and reached out for Ezee’s body beside me, sliding my hand into his soft brown fur.  Shadow bonds wrapped around him in the same twisting pattern they did on Rose.  I found his heartbeat, faint but there.
“This is the crossroads,” I whispered, looking up at Alek. “This is what you saw.”
He just stared down at me, not moving, his face giving nothing away.  I knew somehow that he would let me decide. That if I said the word, he’d become the Justice once more and execute the sentence of death on Bernie Barnes.
That was one path, one road leading away from the junction I now metaphorically stood at.  Down that path, Bernie died. Rose and Ezee also died. Slowly and horribly, or else they would have to be put down by friends. By me or maybe Alek. I wasn’t going to ask Harper or Levi to do it.
On that path, they died.
There was another path.
“No, Bernie,” I said, the words falling like stones from my mouth. “You won’t do it again.”  I summoned my magic, fighting the pounding exhaustion that threatened to stem the flow.
Then I plunged my hand, cloaked in raw power, into Bernie’s chest and ripped out his heart.
I didn’t let myself think about what I was doing. I just acted, shoving the bleeding hunk of muscle into my mouth and biting down hard. I didn’t know if I had to eat the whole thing or not. I hoped not.  It was hot and tough, like trying to chew a raw steak. I ripped off the biggest piece I could and swallowed it without chewing more than once, half choking, and I fought to not immediately vomit it back up.
Shadowy power exploded in my chest as I swallowed and a flood of images and impressions overloaded my mind. Ugly, jock-type boys gathered around me, taunting me for my glasses, my weird name. Learning Sanskrit. Stabbing a shadowy knife into a screaming man’s chest. Cinnamon rolls.  Shadow power welling inside me as young men sat at my feet, eager to learn. I think I passed out as Bernie’s life and mine collided.
Then the sensory overload stopped and just like that I was awake. My head was clear and this strange new knowledge was there, as though I’d downloaded a new file to the desktop of my brain.
I reached for Ezee, the shadow bonds inside him clear as lines on a map to me now. I knew what they were for, how they leeched his life force and transmuted it into an energy I now knew how to use. 
I was relieved that the very idea of this still nauseated the fuck out of me.
I unraveled the bonds. I didn’t need a book to understand how this magic worked. Now that I could touch it, control it, my sorceress abilities took over and bent it to my will.  I snapped the bonds, unwinding the knot around his heart.
He came alive with a yelp and sprang up. Then he shifted, turning instantly from coyote back to a man.
“Jade,” he said and then looked past me and ran for his twin’s inert form.
I didn’t take it personally.  He could thank me later.  All I wanted to do now was pass out and sleep for maybe a couple million years.  The rush of new power was fading, leaving me hollow.  The pain in my chest came back with an insistent throb and spots danced in my vision again.  Not enough spots, though, to keep me from turning and seeing Bernie’s dead body lying in a black heap on the bloody grass.  I felt nothing but a faint sadness for the man he could have been if he’d chosen another path.
I decided I could process later. It was definitely past time to be unconscious.  On cue, Alek lifted me into his impossibly strong arms.
“Max,” I said. “He’s out there, at the highway. Someone should call him.”
“Shh,” he murmured. “I’ll handle it from here.”
He was warm, so warm.  My skin felt rimed with ice in comparison. I nuzzled my head into his shoulder, pressing my bruised nose to his chest.
“You smell good,” I said.
And then, because the universe can sometimes be a merciful bitch, I passed the fuck out.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
 
It took me three days before I could do more than stumble to the bathroom and sip orange juice. I managed to pull up enough power at some point after I woke up the first day to free Rose from Bernie’s spell.  Doing so knocked me out again right afterwards.
I don’t know what Alek said to the evil minion who’d shot me. I decided I wouldn’t ask. He’d shot me, after all.  I also had no idea what happened to Bernie’s body, but I was willing to bet it would never be found.  The boy in the coma woke up after I killed Bernie and fled town.  Without the book and without Bernie to teach them, I figured he was probably harmless now.
Unfortunately, the spell that had bound Rose and Ezee didn’t put them to sleep. They’d both been awake and aware the entire time.  Rose told us how she’d been approached by two young men who had said they were lost while hiking and how they’d lured her into one of Bernie’s magical traps.  The boy in the coma had stolen her from Bernie and sold her to Ciaran after he and Bernie argued about how they weren’t learning useful magic yet.
While I was sleeping off my magical hangover and healing from a shot in the chest, Ezee had told Levi, Max, Rose, and Harper a pretty sensational accounting of my daring rescue.  Harper and Levi were convinced I had a dire wolf familiar who could turn invisible at will now. I didn’t correct them. 
He left out the part where I nom’d down on a man’s heart. I was grateful for that.  I still didn’t know how I felt about it.
When I mercy-killed the wolf in Bernie’s lair, I had felt so much pain and regret and revulsion for what I had to do.  My heart had felt like it was going to crawl out of my chest, and I wanted to scrub my hands clean of blood like Lady Macbeth every time I thought about him. It had been merciful. The right thing to do.  I still felt awful and sick about it.  Bernie’s memories hadn’t even provided names for his victims. He hadn’t cared enough to learn them.
But when I thought about Bernie, about thrusting my power into his chest and the hot, chewy taste of his heart between my teeth, I felt nothing. Empty. And I knew I would make the same choice again if I had to.  I could run the scene through my mind a hundred times and I knew I would always choose his death and my friend’s lives.  Always.
After three days, I made Max drive me home in my car. Levi followed us and took him back to the B&B.  I wanted to be alone. To process.  The twins and Harper told me they understood, but I could see a million questions in their eyes. Questions I’d have to find answers for eventually if I was going to stick around.
My duffle bag was still sitting on the floor of my shop. Waiting for me to run.  I picked it up and took it into my apartment.  I dropped it on the coffee table and slumped onto my couch.
Stay? Or go?
Things weren’t different. Samir was still going to come for me.  I wasn’t ready. I was more powerful than I had been a week ago, thanks to Bernie’s donation, but I was magically flabby.  I couldn’t even put a fight half as good as the one I’d given him twenty years before.  Not yet.
Someone tapped lightly on my door.  I hadn’t heard footsteps, so I knew instantly who it was.  One giant blond pain in the ass coming right up.
“It’s open,” I called out.  I actually wanted to talk to Alek. He’d been in and out of the B&B over the weekend, but we’d never had a chance to be alone.
He closed the door behind him and smiled at me before detouring into my kitchen and setting down a bag on the counter.  Garlic and soy sauce wafted over to me. It smelled like heaven.
“Is that Chinese I smell?” I asked, even though the bag that read Lee’s Magic Kitchen on the front was kind of a dead giveaway. “You are a god among men.”
“That’s a much nicer greeting than you gave me the first time we met,” he said.  He came over and sat down on the couch beside me, close enough that his thigh touched mine. I didn’t move away.
“Yeah, well, you weren’t exactly nice either.  I believe you called me a murderer.” I frowned as I said it. I hadn’t been one that day. I was definitely one now.
He studied me for a moment and then looked at my duffle bag. “Are you still leaving?” 
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m tired of running.  And as much as it really, really kills me to admit you were right… well… you were right.”
“What’s that? I’m sorry, I think I dozed off for a moment.”  He was smirking again.
“My ex is still going to come for me,” I said, ignoring his teasing. “I’m not ready.”
He shrugged. “So get ready.”
“It’s not that simple. I’ll have to start using my magic. A lot. Training. I don’t even know where to begin. I should probably learn to use a gun, or how to fight, or maybe Kung-Fu. I’m not cut out for this, and I probably don’t have enough time before he shows up. He could be here tomorrow. Or in a year. I don’t know. It’s not simple,” I repeated.
“Yes,” he said, flipping to serious mode. “It is. I have been assigned to this region. The Nine want a Justice around here for a while.  I can help you, if you’ll let me.”
“Even knowing what I am? Seeing what I did?” I bit my lower lip and held my breath. This was the conversation I wanted to have, but I dreaded it anyway.
“Two weeks ago, I was sent a dream by the Nine. In that dream I saw a beautiful woman with hair like smoke and eyes full of fire.  A giant crow soared above her and on one side of her was a pile of corpses shrouded in shadows as far as my eye could see. On the other side there was a sea of woodland creatures who laughed and danced in a sunny meadow.”
“I think the humans have psychotherapy that can help with that,” I said, trying to diffuse the awkwardness I felt at his intense recounting.
“Hush,” he said. “That woman was you, Jade Crow. But she was not you, also. That night, in the circle beneath the full moon, I saw you choose the sunlight, choose life.  That is a strength I am happy to encourage. A woman I want to know.”
Tears burned in my eyes. I was going to have to magically cauterize my tear ducts or something at this rate if I kept crying all the time.
“But I killed him,” I said, curling my hands into fists in my lap. “And I don’t feel bad about it. At all. I’d do it again. I want to do it again. To Samir. I want to rip his heart out and destroy him forever.”
“Good.” Alek wrapped his hands around mine and gently pried my fingers open, rubbing his thumbs over my palms. “Some people need killing. Not everyone deserves life.  This is something they taught me at Justice Academy.”
I squinted at him. “Wait, there’s really a Justice Academy?”
He laughed, the sound deep and beautiful and clean. “No.”
“Fucker,” I muttered.
Then he kissed me.  His lips were firm against mine and liquid desire raced from my mouth straight into my lady bits.  I moaned as his tongue slid into my mouth and crawled into his lap as his hands wrapped around my back and tangled in my hair.  After what felt like much too short a time, he pulled away.  Looking into his eyes I saw only a warm summer sky shade of blue, none of the glacial ice I’d always compared them to.
“The food will get cold,” he murmured. “Do you care?”
“Yes,” I said as my stomach growled in a very un-sexy manner. “To be continued, okay?”
“If you are staying,” he said, and I knew he meant more than just here, in this moment.
“Yes,” I said. I could almost say it without feeling terrified.
“I like when you tell the truth,” he said.
“I’m a work in progress.”  I pried myself off of his lap. “Now we’re gonna eat. And then you, mister, are going to play a video game with me.”
“Oh?”  He stood up and pulled me back against him, nuzzling my hair.
I could definitely get used to that.  “Yep. I can’t date a non-gamer. It’s just not done. So we’re going to have to shoot some bandits and save the Borderlands.”
“I’ve never played a video game,” he said.
“Don’t worry,” I teased. “I’ll be gentle.”
He bent down and bit my ear lobe before whispering in Russian, “I won’t.”
His words turned my legs into Gumby imitations, but I managed to stagger away from him toward the kitchen, ducking my head so my hair fell in a curtain and covered my blushing face. I might have brown skin, but I was sure I was scarlet at that moment.  This thing between Alek and I, whatever this was, it was new to me.  I hadn’t dated in years, choosing to keep my relationships in Wylde strictly friendship-based.  After all, I really hadn’t shown great judgment in choosing boyfriends before.
But here I was, about to share a meal with a sexy tiger shifter who knew what I was, knew the dangers I posed, and was still here. In my home.  Not running.
I knew then that Alek was right, damn him. I was done just surviving. It was time to live.
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Arcadia's Gift
 
by Jesi Lea Ryan
 

 
From the bestselling author Jesi Lea Ryan comes the heartfelt novel Arcadia’s Gift, a story about teenager Arcadia (Cady) Day, whose family tragedy unleashes hidden power. After experiencing what can only be called a psychic episode, Cady finds her family in tatters. With her twin sister gone, her dad moved out, her mom’s spiraling depression and her sister’s boyfriend, Cane, barely able to look at her, the only bright spot in her life is Bryan Sullivan, the new guy in school. When Bryan is around, Cady can almost pretend she’s a regular girl, living a regular life; when he’s not, she’s wracked with wild, inexplicable mood swings. As her home life crumbles and her emotional control slips away, Cady begins to suspect that her first psychic episode was just the beginning…
 

 



 
Prologue
 
 
“Our bodies have five senses: touch, smell, taste, sight, hearing. But not to be overlooked are the senses of our souls: intuition, peace, foresight, trust, empathy. The differences between people lie in their use of these senses; most people don't know anything about the inner senses while a few people rely on them just as they rely on their physical senses, and in fact probably even more.” — C. JoyBell C.
 
It felt like ripping… ripping through me, ripping from me. A deafening roar reverberated all around as I lay flat on my back, drowning the shrieks and screams echoing on the river valley walls. My eyes were wide open, unblinking, but all I could see were abstract forms in shades of black, gray and red. A searing burn cut across both of my thighs as if I’d been struck by a flaming hot iron. My flesh melted and bubbled, absorbing the phantom burning metal and shattering my femur bones like glass. Although I was screaming as loud as I could, the sound was distant, like someone screaming under water.
A hub of activity swirled around me, but I had the distinct feeling of being alone… alone in hell. I groped around on the cool soil at my sides, sparse patches of long grass and loose gravel, trying to remember where I was and what had happened to me. The pain prevented any coherent thoughts.
Voices. Panic all around me. Yet I was alone in my hell.
A flash of heat seared through my head, pounding rhythmically. Rust coated my tongue. The heat began to sink down my torso, leaking out of the stumps left under my hips. I sucked in jagged breaths as I realized that the heat was my blood, pumping through my arteries and spilling onto the cool ground.
No! I don’t want to die! Again, the screams tore out of me. No one answered my cries.
My body grew colder. The pain faded to numbness. They say when you know that you are dying, your life flashes before your eyes. I knew I was dying, but curiously, it was my twin sister Lony’s life that came to me in last minute mourning, not mine. I saw her love for me, even if we fought more than talked these days. I saw her fierce hope that our parents would reconcile their failed marriage and reunite, before nothing remained to salvage. I saw her boyfriend, Cane, and the lost promise of young love. A swell of love and pain filled my chest when I pictured Cane. It made no sense…I didn’t even like him.
The forms in my vision began moving more slowly, becoming even darker. I struggled to reach out to them, but my arms were as heavy as iron weights. I opened my mouth to scream again, but only rust flavored foam escaped my throat and rolled down the corner of my mouth and into my hair. The skin on my face broke into a cold sweat as I steadily bled out.
It was almost over. I wanted my mom.
A shock of pain ripped through my chest as my heart raced, running out of blood.
Thump-thump. Thump-thump.
The faster my heart pumped, the less time I had left. My back reared up, head scraping the ground. My lungs heaved, panting. The forms in my vision swirled so dark they blended with the night. I reached out desperately with my hands, fingers not even finding a hand to hold. Breath rattled in my chest as it left my body for the final time and the whole world faded to black.
 



 
Chapter 1
 
 
The day before…
Yellow morning light seeped through the pink curtains of my bedroom, intruding on my Ian Somerhalder dream and nudging me awake. I brushed the crust out of my eyes and rolled over to check the time. Ugh! Why did I always have to wake up ten minutes before my alarm was set to go off? I dropped my head back onto the pillow and pulled the covers over my head. It was no use and I knew it. Those extra ten minutes of sleep were gone forever. The wisps of my dream faded away like smoke.
The sounds of morning in my house seeped into my warm blanket cave. My sister, Lony, was getting ready for school down the hall in our shared bathroom, her little radio tuned in to the local morning show. Every so often, she’d giggle at something the host or his sidekick said. Lony got up a half hour earlier than me every day so she could claim the shower —and eighty percent of the hot water —first.
In the kitchen below me, my mother hollered threats down the basement steps at my brother, Aaron, to coerce him into getting up for school. We only lived two blocks away from our high school, but Aaron still managed to be late at least twice a week.
Although I couldn’t hear him, I knew my father must be sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and checking the sports section for last night’s baseball scores.
Moisture tickled the insides of my eye lids, threatening to spill my grief. This would be Dad’s last morning here with the family. He was moving out this weekend into one of the rental properties they owned, the one where the hallways between the apartments smelled like stale Vietnamese cooking.
I turned onto my side and hugged my down pillow to my chest. It was best to get the crying done and over with now. It wouldn’t do any good to break down in front of the kids at school.
Anyone with two eyeballs in their head could see my parents hadn’t been happy for a long time. They used to argue at night after we went to bed, usually about money, but a lot of times, just nit-picking at each other. We’d hear them down in the kitchen snapping and hissing, trying not to wake us. I should’ve known things were really bad when the arguing stopped. One or both of them must have given up the fight.
I had to get up if I was going to see my dad off to work. On a normal morning, I wouldn’t have bothered, but today, it was important. I rubbed my face dry with the sleeves of my pajamas and crawled out from under the covers, turning off the alarm before it beeped. Time to boot Lony out of the bathroom. I crossed the hall and pushed open the door without knocking. My sister did her best to ignore me.
Everything about Lony’s face was glittery and pink, from eye shadow to blush to lip gloss. She stood in front of the vanity methodically sectioning and flat-ironing her natural waves into a perfectly disciplined curtain that would hang down the middle of her back. Seeing her was like looking at myself in a funhouse mirror. Technically, we’re identical right down to the DNA, but these days no one ever mixed us up. I’m more the “wash and wear” type.
“What’s wrong with your eyes? Auditioning for The Walking Dead?”
I ignored her, stepping past to flip on the shower. I dropped my pajama bottoms and tugged my t-shirt over my head. Lony was the one person that I could change in front of without being self-conscious.
“Cady! Why do you have to fog up the mirror while I’m still getting ready?” Lony complained.
“Get ready in your room,” I snapped back, stepping into the hot water and drawing the curtain closed. I heard her yank the electrical cord out of the wall and stomp off toward her bedroom in a huff. She came back a minute later to get her radio.
I took the fastest shower of my life, not even bothering to blow dry my hair. I threw on my clothes and hurried down the stairs. But when I got to the kitchen, the table was empty. Dad’s coffee cup sat abandoned in the sink. He was already gone.
 



 
Chapter 2
 
 
“Girl, your sister is a piece of work,” Shawn declared as he slid into the bench seat across from me at the lunch table and set his tray down hard. Shawn Cole has been my friend since kindergarten, but as much as he liked me, he could never hide his aversion to my sister.
“What did she do now?” I asked, jamming a fork full of pasta salad into my mouth.
He rolled his eyes and complained, “Mr. McDonnell paired me up with Lony for our semester long chemistry project. We both know I get better grades than she does, but I just spent the last half hour having her dictate to me her ideas and how she insists we’re gonna do things. I refuse to be bossed around for the next sixteen weeks by the Cheerleader from Hell. Any advice for me on how to handle her?”
“Yes,” I replied, swallowing. “Pick your battles.”
“Thanks,” he muttered. Shawn set to work dissecting his cafeteria pizza until it was free of all veggie matter.
“Hi, guys,” Bronwyn said cheerfully, taking her usual seat by my side. Bronwyn Perkins was my other best friend. We met in the first day of junior high when we showed up wearing identical outfits. In many ways, Bronwyn was more like me than my own twin. We’re both quiet until you get to know us. We both love animals and work part-time at a local shelter. We listen to the same music, like the same books and think the same movie stars are cute. My high school career would royally suck without her.
“Shawn just found out that Lony is his partner for the chem term project,” I explained.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Bronwyn replied, patting his arm. There was no love lost between her and my sister either. Lony thought Bronwyn was a nerd of the highest caliber, and Bronwyn thought Lony was a spoiled brat. Both were right to a certain extent, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love them both.
My gaze trailed over to where Lony and her friends sat at the center table, clearly the loudest group in the room. If a bomb fell out of the sky and took only Lony’s table out, Dubuque Senior High would lose all of its varsity cheerleaders and most of the football team, leaving the marching band miraculously intact. At the moment, I could barely see my sister, because, Cane, had his muscular arms draped over her shoulders. They started dating almost a year ago, at the beginning of our sophomore year. Since then, Cane had become a regular fixture on our living room couch.
“Do you work tomorrow, Cady?” Bronwyn asked. She yanked the band out of her copper hair and began re-fixing her ponytail which had worked itself loose throughout the morning.
“Um, no. Dad’s moving, remember? Thought I’d give him a hand.” I bent my head down over my plate, blinking like crazy to keep the tears back. Actually, my father said he didn’t want my help. He planned to pay some guys from his construction crew overtime to load and unload boxes, but I didn’t think I’d be able to keep myself from pitching in. Maybe he’d let me do the unpacking at his new place. If left to his own devices, I could picture him living out of cardboard boxes for the next year.
Shawn shot Bronwyn a warning look and responded, “We’re sorry, Cady. We forgot. Are you okay? Wanna talk about it?”
“Not really,” I sighed. I set my fork down, having lost my appetite. My friends stared at me with concern. I know they just wanted to be there for me, but I really needed to get through this day on my own. “I think I’m going to take off. I want to stop by the library before literature.”
I stood up and carried my tray to the washing counter. As I passed by, I heard Lony’s trilling soprano erupt into a fit of giggles. How could she behave so normally today? Didn’t she care at all about our family falling apart? I took a deep breath. Of course she cares about our family, I
reminded myself. She just deals differently, that’s all.
I trudged up one flight of stairs and turned into the library, bustling with students avoiding the humiliation of where to sit in the cafeteria. The library was always busy the first couple weeks of school.
I wanted to check out some books on the Russian royal family for my European History class. I had a vague idea of doing a Romanov family tree for my class project later in the semester. I jotted down the call numbers of two promising books from the computer catalog and set off for the stacks. After locating a large volume on Nicholas II, I stood in the aisle reviewing the table of contents.
Suddenly, someone rounded the corner of the shelves and ran right in to me. I let out a little shriek and dropped the heavy volume on my foot, sending a white flash of pain up from my toes.
“Damn! I’m so sorry!” the guy said, before muttering under his breath, “I’m such an idiot…”
I bent down to rub my toe and retrieve the book splayed open on the floor. I wanted to be annoyed with him, but I didn’t have the energy for it.
“Don’t worry about it,” I sighed. I carefully straightened the bent pages.
I didn’t recognize him, but with over two thousand students, and this being the first week of school, there were lots of new faces roaming the halls. He wore a black button down over a white Flobots t-shirt and black, faded jeans. Over his eyes were thick brows and a disheveled patch of black hair. He carried a worn backpack covered in sewed-on patches of indie rock bands. Realizing I was staring, my face flushed.
His shoulders were slumped, but I couldn’t tell if it was because I was so much shorter than him or if he just had poor posture.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
I wasn’t okay, but my problems had nothing to do with my throbbing toe. “No, but I’ll live,” I replied dismissively. “What are you so into there that you couldn’t watch where you were going?” I gestured to his hand where he had a finger stuck in a book to hold his page.
He held up The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy with a guilty expression. “It’s stupid ‘cause I’ve read it like five times already….” His voice trailed off and he shifted his weight from foot to foot.
“Don’t panic,” I said.
His brows knitted together in question. “I’m not?”
I gestured to the book in his hand.
He grinned. “Oh, right! Don’t panic.” The boy was obviously pleased that I had read the book enough to quote from it, proving we were both card carrying members of the same nerd club.
His grin faded and his feet began doing the shuffling thing again. “Anyway… sorry to disturb you.” He pivoted and began walking away.
“Wait!” I called after him.
He stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. Light purple shadows lingered beneath his eyes and his mouth was tight.
“Are you okay?” I asked. “You seem…”
The corner of his mouth twitched into a half grin, “No, but I’ll live.”
As a sucker for all creatures in need, human, animal or insect, I decided to introduce myself. “I’m Arcadia Day. You can call me Cady…everyone does.”
“I know. You’re in my literature class. And your sister, Avalon, has chemistry with me. Pretty names.”
“Uh, thanks. I’m sorry, I never noticed you in lit, but don’t feel bad, I’m not very observant.” Duh! Why did I say that?
“No problem. I sit a few rows behind you. I recognized you a moment ago by the back of your head.”
I couldn’t help grinning. “So, considering I’m not so observant, and I obviously didn’t pick it up in class, are you going to tell me your name?”
“Oh, yeah, sorry. I’m Bryan Sullivan. I’m new. We moved to Dubuque this summer from Portland…the one in Oregon. Not Maine.”
“Well, I guess we’re both heading to lit, so if you’ll wait for me to check this out, I’ll walk to class with you.”
A spark of enthusiasm flashed in his eyes briefly before he stifled it in an effort to remain cool. He gave a quick nod. In a school as large as ours, it could be difficult to make friends.
The first bell rang as I finished at the checkout counter. Bryan waited by the door, staring at his sneakers.
“I have to stop by my locker, but it’s on the way,” I said. “Do you have your stuff for class?”
Bryan nodded and patted his backpack. “They gave me a locker way up on the fourth floor, so it’s easier if I carry most of my books with me.”
We pushed through the busy halls. The noise of the crowd around us didn’t make conversation very easy.
“So how are you fitting in?” I shouted. “Making friends?”
He shrugged. “My mom signed me up to play piano in the school jazz band. She thought it would help me to get to know some people. A few of the guys are cool, but we are in that talk-to-each-other-in-class-but-don’t-associate-outside-of-school phase.”
“Ah, I suppose it takes time,” I replied. “So you play the piano?”
“Started with lessons when I was four years old. I prefer the guitar, but the school already had plenty of guitar players, so piano it is.”
“That’s so cool! I always wished I could play an instrument.”
Lockers at our school are assigned by class and in alphabetical order, which means Lony’s locker is right next to mine. She and Cane were leaning against the doors of both, staring googley-eyed at each other and blocking my access when I approached.
“Do you think you can go scrog somewhere else? I need to get into my locker.”
Cane gave a Neanderthal-like grunt and Lony stuck her tongue out at me, but they did scoot over. Bryan waited by my side as I swapped my books out. Lony’s eyes did a double take when she noticed the boy was actually with me, but Cane steered her off toward their next class before she could say anything. Thank you, Jock Boy.
I swung the metal door closed and spun the lock. “Ready?” I asked with a nervous smile.
“So, you and your sister…you’re twins, right?” Bryan asked as we walked.
“Yeah.”
“I almost didn’t notice. You don’t seem much alike.”
“I know. We’re actually identical, but you’re right…we don’t have a lot in common.”
“Is she taller than you?”
“No. Lony just never leaves the house without wearing at least a three-inch heel. She’s kind of a slave to fashion.”
I looked down at my worn jeans and gray hoodie. And
I’m obviously not.
The halls were beginning to empty out as students made their way into their classrooms.
“We also have a brother who’s a senior here, Aaron. Do you have brothers or sisters?”
“No.” He shook his head, “It’s just me.”
We stepped into class as the final bell rang. I slid into my desk, but glanced over my shoulder to see where Bryan sat. He gave me a melancholy grin as he rooted in his bag for a pen.
Ms. Crowell paced a circuit around the room while lecturing about the religious beliefs of ancient Greece. We were reading the Sophocles play Antigone.
I couldn’t focus on Antigone and her family problems; I had enough of my own. I rested my chin on my fist and pretended to pay attention. I didn’t want to dwell on my home life so my thoughts drifted to Bryan Sullivan. I tried to ignore the fact that he was sitting behind me, one row over, with me in his direct line of sight. I’ve always been a tad bit paranoid of being watched and knowing he was back there had me on edge. Instead, I tried to figure out why he seemed so distressed. Those shadows beneath his eyes were a clear indicator of lack of sleep. Maybe he hated living in Dubuque. I could certainly understand depression at moving to Iowa after living in a big city like Portland. Maybe he got in a fight with his parents and didn’t sleep well the night before. Maybe he got in a fight with his girlfriend…or maybe he had to break up with his girlfriend because of the distance, and now his heart was shattered into a million pieces.
My day dreaming followed this line of thought. Bryan was an attractive guy. Well, okay, he was hot. He didn’t have the traditional super-jock good looks that Cane had, and he didn’t dress like a GQ model like Shawn, but there was definitely a magnetic quality in Bryan that made it hard to look away. If he smiled a little more and got some rest, he could easily be one of the best looking guys in school. It made total sense that a guy like him would have a girlfriend. What would she be like? I couldn’t see him with a popular fashionista like my sister. Bryan had a sense of mystery about him, or maybe it was intelligence. He’d want a girl with those same qualities. An artist maybe?
Ms. Crowell’s voice wrenched me out of my head suddenly by asking me something. I sat up straight and tried to recall the question. I opened my mouth to speak, but honestly, I had nothing.
When it became clear to everyone I hadn’t been paying attention, Ms. Crowell scolded, “I’m not sure where you were just now, Miss Day, but I’d appreciate it if you re-joined the class.”
A few snickers crackled around the room. The teacher strolled down the aisle and called on someone else. I sat up straighter and began taking notes to keep my mind on the lecture.
By the time the bell rang, I’d successfully put Bryan Sullivan out of my mind. I closed my notebook and gathered my things slowly. My last class of the day was French, located in the classroom just across the hall. I didn’t need to go to my locker, so I waited for everyone else to file out before getting up to leave.
“Cady,” Bryan’s voice called from behind me. He stood with his backpack slung over his shoulder. “Where are you off to now?”
“French. Right across the hall. What about you?”
“Photography,” he answered. Yeah, I figured him for the artsy type. I could totally picture him holed up in a dark room poring over black and white stills of decaying buildings.
We both stood there awkwardly for a moment. A couple of students for the next class entered the room and sat down. “Well, I guess we better get going then,” I said.
When we stepped into the hallway, Bryan stopped me again. “Thank you. For talking to me, I mean.”
I shrugged. “No problem. It must be hard going to a new school.”
“Yeah…um…” His voice trailed off and he suddenly had trouble meeting my eyes.
I waited, not knowing if he just paused, or if he decided to stop talking.
“What?” I prompted.
He opened his mouth to speak again, but the bell rang. “I’m going to be late. I’ll see you Monday.”
Bryan jogged off down the hall and rounded the corner. What a strange guy, I thought.
“Mademoiselle Day?” Madame Deveraux called to me from the door of her French class. “Entrez vous?”
I nodded and ducked inside.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
 
The front door was already unlocked when I got home from cross country practice. Our first meet was still two weeks away, but I couldn’t wait. I’ve always been more of a track sprinter than a distance runner, but I’d worked on distance training over the summer and was going to enter some longer races this year.
Cane lay sprawled out on my living room floor watching baseball highlights on ESPN. He’d kicked his sneakers off, giving me a view of the gaping hole in the toe of his sock. He didn’t turn to look hearing me come in. That wasn’t unusual. For some reason, he had trouble making eye contact with me. Maybe he didn’t think I was cool enough for him or something.
Lony sat on the sofa with her feet on the coffee table, painting her toenails. I could hear the head-banging wails of what passed for music in Aaron’s world reverberating up from the basement. So much for doing my homework in peace.
Backpack in hand, I began ascending the stairs to my room. Maybe I could see if Bronwyn wanted go to the public library for a while. With Dad moving, I should get my homework done tonight in case I didn’t feel up to it later in the weekend.
“Hey, Cady!” Lony called out. “Come ‘ere a sec.”
I sighed and poked my head into the living room. “What?”
Lony grinned at me like a Cheshire cat. “Who was that uber-hot emo guy you were with today?”
“Bryan Sullivan. He’s new.” I tried to turn away, but Lony kept talking.
“He’s in my chem class, but he doesn’t talk much. Were you like assigned to show him around or something? He’s a junior, right?”
“I assume so. We have lit together. And I wasn’t giving him a tour of the school. I just walked to class with him.”
“Do you like him?” Lony teased with a sing-songy tone. Cane cocked his head to listen, as if interested in my answer.
“Jeez, Lon! I talked to the guy for a total of ten minutes. Don’t you have cheerleading practice or something?” I asked. Changing the subject with Lony is easy if you bring the topic around to her.
She rolled her eyes dramatically. “Cady, do you live under a rock or something? Tonight is the first football game.” She gestured to Cane wearing his jersey which looked deflated without the hulking pads beneath it. All of the players wore their jerseys to school on game days. “There’s no practice because we cheer tonight.”
“Oh. Well…break a leg,” I replied and hurried upstairs. I wanted to get out of there before Lony could guilt me into attending the game to watch her jump up and down in her pleated skirt, chanting loosely rhyming lines meant to pump up the crowd.
I hung my bag on the back of my desk chair. My bedroom was carefully decked out by my mother in every possible shade of pink. I hated it, but there’s no arguing with her when it comes to interior decorating. Mom is a realtor, and a successful one at that. Even though we’ve lived in this house for ten years and have no plans to move anytime soon, my mother insists on keeping the entire house in perfect “open-house” condition at all times. The one exception being Aaron’s room, but as long as he keeps his mess in the basement where she can pretend it doesn’t exist, she leaves him alone about it.
I never liked the color pink, but somehow as infants it was determined that my color would be pink and Lony’s would be purple. That’s how people kept us straight, I guess. Anyway, the result is that almost every Christmas or birthday gift we have ever received from our extended family had been identical, but in either pink or purple. Like if our Grandma Nora were to get us sweaters, Lony’s would be a soft lavender and mine would be some hideous shade of Pepto-Bismol.
I pressed the power button on my computer, and it purred to life. While it booted up, I called Bronwyn.
“Hey, I’m going to do the loser thing and spend my Friday night at the library. Wanna come?”
“Just a sec, I have to go to my office,” she said. I heard her walk the phone into her pantry and shut the door. She had a little stool in there where she could talk in semi-privacy. Her parents didn’t believe children should be allowed phones in their bedrooms.
“The library actually sounds like more fun than what I have planned,” she said softly. “My parents are making me go to a lock-in at the church.” Bronwyn’s father was the minister the New Life Bible Church, and her mother served as the church secretary.
“Aren’t lock-ins for like middle school kids?”
“Yeah. It’s going to be me and a bunch of sixth graders. Mother says I have to go to set a good example.” Her mocking tone was the extent of her rebelliousness.
While they’d always been very hospitable toward me, the Perkins’ tended to hold Bronwyn’s reins pretty tightly. She wasn’t allowed much of a social life outside of school and church functions. They wouldn’t even let her stay overnight at my house because I have a brother under the same roof. Apparently, Pastor Tom thinks Aaron is some sort of teenage Casanova with designs on seducing my friends while they sleep.
“Maybe we can do something Sunday after church?” she suggested.
“I probably shouldn’t plan anything. I don’t know how I’ll feel with my dad leaving and all.”
“Sorry for my comment at lunch.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m just really on edge about the whole separation thing right now. God, my eyes are tearing up just thinking about it!” I rubbed my face with the hood of my sweatshirt. I sniffed loudly into the phone. “Sorry…”
“I know. How are Lony and Aaron taking it?”
“Well, you know how Aaron is. I tried to talk to him a couple of days ago, and he just shrugged and returned to his underground lair.”
“I don’t know why boys always think they have to be so stoic.”
“I know, right? And Lony…she’s convinced that our parents are going to get back together and refuses to take any of it seriously.”
“Do you think they will…get back together?”
“I don’t know. Doubt it. With both of them running their own businesses, they never see each other. I have a feeling this ‘trial separation’ is really the first step in the divorce.”
“Unfortunately, it usually is. Darn! I just heard the garage door, so Father’s home. I better run. If you need to talk this weekend, give me a call.”
“I will.”
After we hung up, I took a few minutes to check my email and my Facebook account. I find it hilarious that Lony has 847 friends on her Facebook, and I have thirty-two. Well, at least I actually know and talk to all of mine. I answered a few messages and poked around online a bit, but when I heard my mother come home, I logged off.
“You don’t need to order pizza,” my mother was saying to Aaron when I entered the kitchen. “There’s leftover casserole in the fridge. Heat that up.”
Aaron shuffled out of the room in his stocking feet, muttering under his breath. Mom had kicked off her pumps and stood on one leg, massaging the ball of her foot.
“Hi, Mom,” I said, walking to the fridge to get a Diet Pepsi. “Busy day?”
“Oh, aren’t they all? I just stopped to get the car-charger for my Blackberry. I have two houses to show in Asbury, and then I’m going straight to the football game to see Lony cheer. Do you have plans tonight?”
Mom slipped her shoes back on and opened the junk drawer. She extracted a tangle of chargers for various electronics and began to un-weave the one she needed from the mass.
“No plans. Just homework.”
She leveled her gazed on me. “Cady, you do realize you are the only teen in the Tri-State area who voluntarily does homework on a Friday night, right?”
“I have to get it done tonight, so I can help Dad move tomorrow.”
“Oh, no you’re not! Your father and I talked about it, and we don’t want you kids in the middle of this. We want you all to go find stuff to do with your friends tomorrow and stay away from here. He has enough people to help him.”
“But, Mom,” I reasoned, standing with my hand on my hip, “We’re already in the middle of this. I can’t let Dad do this alone.”
Mom let out an audible sigh and rubbed her temple. “Arcadia Marie, don’t argue with me. Think of your dad. This is going to be hard enough on him, he doesn’t need an audience.”
I gritted my teeth to keep from talking back. There was no use in arguing with her when she made her mind up about something. I poured my soda into a glass of ice.
“Maybe you and Lony should go shopping tomorrow,” she suggested. “It’ll be good for you to spend some time together.”
The last thing I wanted to do was spend the day at the mall with Lony, but just then Lony flitted into the kitchen, so again, I held my tongue.
“Hey, Mamasita!” Lony said, giving our mother a peck on the cheek. “Still coming to the game tonight?”
“Of course, hun, but I’ll have to meet you there. Got an appointment right now. See you later!”
Mom waved good-bye and ran out the door with her charger in hand.
“Are you coming to the game tonight?” Lony asked, grabbing two sodas out of the fridge.
“I didn’t plan on it. I have some homework to do,” I answered, sipping on my drink.
“Only you would do homework on a Friday night,” Lony complained, stalking back to the living room.
I went to my bedroom and spread my textbooks across the bed. I took studying very seriously, but then, I had to. I wasn’t one of those naturally gifted people who absorb knowledge without trying. I make good grades, but I need to work very hard to do it. College was still two years away, but I really wanted to get accepted to a school out of state. I had been thinking about someplace in New England, but recently, California sounded good, too. Really, I just wanted to get out of Iowa. Dubuque’s not so bad, but I didn’t want to spend my whole life here, either. I reached for my French book and set to work.
The sky turned a bruised purple outside my window. I’d finished my French and history and was working on trigonometry when my dad poked his head in my bedroom door.
“Hey, Bug,” he greeted. His work clothes were a bit dusty from hanging around job sites all day, and his eyes looked tired. My dad is a general contractor who builds homes and small commercial buildings. He’d been sleeping in the guest room ever since the big announcement was made. Not the most comfortable bed in the house.
“Hi, Dad. What’s up?” I asked, trying to act casual, but not quite succeeding with the knot in my throat.
“Just got home and it looks like everyone is gone except you and me.”
“Yeah, Lony is cheering at the game tonight. Mom went to see her. I don’t know where Aaron ran off to. I heard his truck leave about an hour ago.”
My dad leaned against the door frame. He was still a handsome man, even if his waist was a little thicker and his hair a little thinner. His almond-colored eyes were exactly like mine.
“It’s Friday night. Are you just going to do homework?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I shrugged, closing my book. “Do you have something else in mind?”
“How would you like to go to a movie with your old man? We can see anything you want as long as it’s not a tear-jerker.”
“I’d love to.” I’d always been a daddy’s girl.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
 
My mother got her way, and Saturday morning found me packed into the car with Lony and on our way to the mall. The official orders from both of our parents were to stay gone all day, but Dad said I could stop by his new place Sunday afternoon to help him settle in.
It’s not like I hated my sister or anything…we just had nothing to talk about. It’s not like when we were little and inseparable. Then, she’d been my best friend, more than that even. We finished each other’s sentences and spoke in a secret language all our own. When our parents finally moved us into separate bedrooms at seven years old, it was six months before I stopped sneaking into Lony’s bed after our parents went to sleep.
High school ruined everything. The summer before freshman year, puberty struck with a vengeance. We each gained five inches of height and added the perfect curves to compliment our slender frames. Lony loved her new body. She relished in the attention it brought her from boys at the public swimming pool. She would parade back and forth in front of the concession stand in her striped bikini, giving coy glances to the boys as she passed. I was slower to accept the changes. I’d always been more athletic than Lony, competing in cross country and track at school and gymnastics on the weekends at a local club. But the growth spurt had knocked me off my rhythm. That summer I spent almost every day at the YMCA reacquainting myself with my body and its limits. While I was too bulky to stay competitive in gymnastics, I was running sprints like Hermes. By the time school started, I was in great physical condition, ready to compete for a shot on the Varsity track team. Lony was ready to compete in a whole different way…she wanted the title of Most Popular Girl in School, and was willing to step on anyone to get it.
Since we had an entire Saturday to kill and the Dubuque mall was pathetically inadequate, Lony crossed the bridge spanning the Mississippi River into Wisconsin, heading toward Madison. Three hours later, I sat outside a dressing room reading a comic book on my e-reader while my sister modeled a seemingly endless series of homecoming dresses for me.
“You really should go to the dance. I mean, it’s Homecoming. Isn’t that like a right of passage or something?” She’d been badgering me the entire ride up to Madison about my lack of interest in school activities.
“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” she rattled on. “I know like five guys who would take you if you wanted to go. If you were desperate, you could even ask Shawn. Not very romantic, but at least he can dance. What do you think of this one?”
My sister stood before me in a rose-tinted halter dress with a dangerously low neckline.
“I think you’d never get out of the house in it,” I muttered.
Her face fell into a pout. “You’re right. Too bad, though. I look hot.”
Lony slipped back into the dressing room to wriggle into something else. A moment later she was back out in a silvery-blue number, twirling in the three-way mirror.
“What about that emo guy?” she asked.
“Huh?”
“You know…that guy you were walking with yesterday…Byron?”
“Bryan,” I sighed. “What about him?”
Lony planted her fists on her hips and gave me an exasperated look. “Aren’t you paying attention? You should ask him to Homecoming! I bet he looks good dressed up. Just don’t let him wear all black, it’s depressing.”
“No, Lon,” I said, slipping my e-reader back in my bag. “I don’t want to go. I dance like an idiot, I hate the music they play, and there are no boys in school that I’m even remotely interested in.” My stomach ached with hunger, so I decided to move Lony along. “Maybe we should hit the food court. I’m starving.”
“Fine,” she replied, even though clearly she was not. She gave the dress one last twirl. “But what do you think about this one?”
“I don’t know. It’s kind of plain. I like it, but it’s not really your style.”
“Yeah. You’re right. Well, give me a sec to change and we’ll go.”
We were sitting in the bustling food court, surrounded by a circle of fast food places, when Lony started in again on my boring social life.
“Why don’t you come out with me tonight?” Lony asked, dipping her French fry in mayonnaise before eating it. “A bunch of us are going out to the Mines of Spain. You should come. We never hang out anymore.”
“That’s because we don’t have anything in common. It’s not personal; it’s just the way it is.”
“No, you just have a thing against my friends. I don’t know why, they like you well enough.”
“Well, you don’t like to do stuff with my friends, either.” I argued, shoving a forkful of salad in my mouth.
“Not true! I went to the movies with you and Shawn just two weeks ago.”
“Yeah, but Cane came with, and you made out with him the whole time. Do you even remember what movie we saw?”
“So that’s it?” she asked, dramatically tossing her fry back onto her tray. “Are you jealous that I have a boyfriend and you don’t?”
“Oh, please,” I muttered. I set my fork down. “How can you even ask that? Of course I’m not jealous of Cane. Maybe the reason I don’t like to hang out with you is because you’re constantly lecturing me. Back off!”
I stood up from the table, dumped my garbage in the trash can and waited for Lony on a bench by the mall exit. If I’d had the keys to the car, I would’ve been tempted to leave without her. Lony followed a few minutes later, with a look of apology on her face.
“I’m sorry, Cady,” she said. When I didn’t answer, she sat down on the bench next to me and continued. “I was being bossy again, wasn’t I? I don’t mean to be that way, but you’re my little sister.”
I kicked my shoe at a scuff mark on the tiled floor. “Eight minutes does not make me your little sister,” I said for the thousandth time in my life. The familiar joke cut the tension between us somewhat, and I broke into a reluctant smile.
Lony put her arm around me in a half-hug. “I just miss you, that’s all. We used to be best friends, and now I hardly see you. It shouldn’t matter that we have different friends and like different things. We’re twins, not clones.”
“I know. I miss you, too,” I replied honestly.
“So does that mean you’re gonna go out with me tonight? I promise if you’re miserable, we can go home.”
Being miserable was virtually guaranteed, but I’m not one to fight a losing battle. “Fine…”
With a triumphant grin, Lony pulled me off the bench and drove us home.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
 
Amy Sutherland, a friend of my sister’s, was in the middle of telling me a rather boring and overly-detailed story about a guy she met during the summer while working at a resort in the Wisconsin Dells. I pretended to be interested and wondered how much time I’d have to sit there before it was socially appropriate to ask Lony to take me home. We were hanging out on the hood of Amy’s Chevy in a small parking area at the Mines of Spain. At one point in time, the river bluffs along the Mississippi were full of lead, attracting miners to the area. After the minerals in the hills were exhausted, the state sectioned off the area as a nature preserve filled with hiking trails winding through the forest. Kids weren’t supposed to loiter there after dark, but that just added to the appeal.
Amy didn’t need much encouragement to keep her chatter flowing. I nodded once in a while and made noises where appropriate. Something about her story made me doubt the existence of this summer dream boy. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine any guy finding her interesting enough to waste a whole summer on. My shoe rhythmically kicked her car tire to the beat of a song in my head.
Twenty or thirty other kids from school were with us. If the DNR were to spot us while on patrol, they’d assume we were up to no good and kick us out. In reality, we were just a bunch of kids standing around and talking with nothing better to do on a Saturday night. I could see Lony leaning against Cane’s truck, pretending to thumb through his iPod for some music, but the glare fixed on her face along with her repeated glances in Cane’s direction told a different story. He stood talking with a petite redhead who came with some kids from Hempstead High. While I didn’t notice any outright flirting going on, I knew Lony must be jealous. Cane was easily the handsomest guy in our school. He had sun-streaked blond hair and soft green eyes. As he laughed a big throaty chuckle at something the girl said, I noticed his smile looked like something straight out of a toothpaste commercial. I could understand what some girls saw in him, even if he wasn’t my type.
“Hey,” Matt Kutch called out, “Anyone want to go for a walk?”
“Not on the cliffs!” Lony replied. “I’ll go if we stay in the low areas.”
Everyone in Dubuque knew how dangerous the Mines of Spain could be at night. Every few years, some teenager would accidentally fall off one of the cliffs or drown in the Mississippi River which rolled on the edge of the park. Usually, those incidents involved alcohol, which was thankfully absent tonight, but even a sober person could misjudge the footing on the narrow trails and tumble down the rocks.
“Wanna walk?” Amy asked me. I glanced around and it seemed only Matt, Lony and Cane were planning to go. I had no intention of letting my sister leave me here with a bunch of kids I hardly knew.
“Okay,” I shrugged, sliding off the hood of the car.
Amy and I followed Matt onto the dark trail surrounded by tall trees in full foliage. He had a large flashlight from his glove box that he used to illuminate the trail and keep us from stumbling too much. Cane also had a small flashlight, but it wasn’t long before he and Lony started to lag behind. I peeked back every few minutes to make sure I could still see their beam following in the distance.
“I’m surprised you came out tonight, Cady,” Matt commented. “I never see you outside of school.” I really didn’t know Matt all that well, and if it weren’t for being Lony’s sister, he probably wouldn’t even know my name. My impression of the tall, gangly boy was formed in the one class we’d had together our freshman year. Matt tried to hide is complete inability to do algebra by goofing off, driving our teacher insane. Truthfully, I thought he could be obnoxious when he had an audience around to encourage him, but he didn’t seem too bad when he let his guard down and acted like himself.
“Well, Lony kind of made me,” I answered, picking a leaf off of a low-hanging limb and twirling it between my palms.
Matt and I made awkward conversation while Amy tagged at our heels, complaining about the mosquitoes.
We had been hiking for a while when I started to hear raised voices behind us. Lony and Cane were arguing, but I couldn’t make out the words.
“Jeez, all they do is fight,” Amy muttered.
Amy was right. Lony and Cane preferred bickering as their main form of communication. My entire family was getting sick of listening to it. Lony had a quick temper, and clueless Cane couldn’t stop himself from setting her off. Most of their arguments revolved around something he said or didn’t say, did or didn’t do, that Lony took personally. I suspected her issue tonight revolved around the cute redhead he’d been talking to back in the parking lot. Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel the need to run out and get a boyfriend. It looked like too much aggravation.
The trail opened up into a clearing as it drew closer to the Mississippi. Railroad tracks snaked their way along the edges of the river on both sides. Dubuque actually sits at the corner of three states: Iowa on the west side of the river, Wisconsin and Illinois on the east. Across the mile-wide river, the Illinois bluffs were dark and peaceful under the bright moonlight.
Matt led us over to a couple of boulders to wait for Lony and Cane to catch up. Amy started in on a story about a recent concert she attended where she snuck backstage to meet the band, and the drummer taught her to do a drum roll. From the expression on his face, Matt wasn’t buying it any more than I was. I kept my ear out for my sister. I could see her and Cane about fifty yards away walking along the tracks toward us. I still couldn’t hear what the argument was about, but the whiney tone in Lon’s voice echoed off the valley walls and I thought she might be crying.
Beyond Amy’s talking, I detected what sounded like the rumble of a boat motor in the distance. My eyes scanned the water, but I didn’t see anything. I couldn’t imagine why a boat would be on the river in the dark. The Mississippi was notoriously dangerous. The rumble got louder, closer...surely I’d be able to spot a boat that big even in the darkness. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Sound travels oddly, almost deceptively, on the river valley. Sound waves bounce off the limestone cliffs and roll over the water strangely. When the rumble turned into a roar, Matt and I looked at each other with wide-eyes.
In the end, it was the spotlight blazing down the track, not the roar of the engine which alerted me to the train rounding the limestone curve of the cliff at the river’s edge, less than two hundred yards from my sister.
What happened next took only seconds. I jumped to my feet and screamed Lony’s name. In the glare of the single headlight, both faces stood frozen like deer. Matt and I ran over the rocky ground toward them as fast as our legs could move. Cane snapped to attention first and ran off the tracks. When he noticed Lony wasn’t following, he turned back yelling her name and reaching out for her arm. Lony snapped out of her shock and tried to run, but the heel of her sandal caught the edge of the wood rail, sending her sprawling to the ground. In the same instant, a power surge flashed through my body, twenty yards away, flinging me onto my back. The world faded to black.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
 
My hearing came back first. An annoying rhythmic beep plucked on my nerves like harp strings. I thought it was my alarm clock, and I was late for school. I tried to shut it off, but my arm felt as if it were pinned at my side by a tangle of snakes.
I cracked my eyes open to see a strange room with dingy, white wallpaper and a TV mounted from the ceiling. Where am I? I struggled to call out, my vocal cords burned and something was jammed in my mouth. Although I could breathe fine, the fat tube down my throat sent me into a claustrophobic panic. My hands fumbled like they were wearing thick mittens, but I managed to rip the IV tube out of my arm. The annoying beeps escalated, sending a nurse dashing into the room to stop me just as I began wrestling with the tube in my mouth.
“Relax, Honey,” the nurse murmured as she pinned my arms to my sides. “Be still. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
My arm leaked crimson dots onto the crisp sheet from the IV hole. I tried slowing my breathing down to suppress the panic urges. The nurse brushed a sweaty lock of hair back from my face and checked me over carefully. She smelled like vanilla and hand sanitizer. A plastic nametag on her shirt told me her name was Jenny.
“It’s okay…you’re going to be okay. Just relax,” Jenny whispered as she pressed a call button for the nurse’s station and asked for a doctor to be paged. My eyes watered with fear, and I bit down on the tube tightly. She swiftly cleaned up my bloody arm and re-inserted the fat IV needle. A doctor in a navy blue scrubs hurried in and began asking the nurse all kinds of questions. Their voices seemed too loud, and I closed my eyes to fend off a headache.
“Open your eyes if you can hear me?” a deep voice asked.
I opened my eyes again to see the doctor leaning over me. He had shadowy stubble on his face, and his breath smelled like stale coffee.
“My name is Dr. Gibler. I’m going to ask you a few questions so I can examine you,” the doctor explained. “There’s a tube in your mouth which is helping you breathe. As long as the tube is in, you will not be able to speak. I’ll get it out in a moment. Until then, you can answer my questions with blinking your eyes, okay? One blink for ‘yes,’ two blinks for ‘no.’ Do you understand me?”
I tried to nod, but my throat burned with the motion. Now, I understood the blinking thing. I blinked once to let the doctor know I understood him.
He crossed to a sink along the wall and washed his hands.
“Do you know where you are?” he asked.
Duh, a hospital. One blink.
He dried his hands on a paper towel. “Do you remember what happened? Why you are here?”
I tried to remember, but I couldn’t focus my hazy thoughts. Two blinks.
“Okay. I’m going to remove you from the ventilator. This may be uncomfortable and your throat will ache for a while. On the count of three, I want you to take a deep breath and blow it out through your mouth. Are you ready?”
One blink.
Dr. Gibler deflated the cuff and counted to three. When I blew out, he pulled the plastic tube from my throat in one swift motion. Even though the flesh inside felt enflamed, I sputtered and coughed. Nurse Jenny handed me a Dixie cup of ice chips and popped a couple into my mouth. The cold liquid felt blissfully refreshing on my dry, gluey tongue. While she took my vitals and noted them in my chart, the doctor began asking me questions.
“Do you know where you are?”
“H-H-Hospital?” My voice came out all hoarse and shaky.
“Good. Can you tell me your name?”
“Arcadia Marie Day. Cady.”
“Very good, Cady. Now, can you tell me what year this is?”
“2012. How long have I been here?” I asked, tilting the cup to my lips for more ice chips. I knew he was just checking my mental status, but his questions annoyed me.
“Three and a half days,” Dr. Gibler answered. “You were admitted on Saturday night and it is now shortly before noon on Wednesday.”
“Wow….” It was strange and confusing to think that I had lost three days of my life.
“Are you in any pain?” Dr. Gibler asked.
I ran through my body parts mentally. “Um…headache. Not bad though. I think it’s just from that constant beeping.”
The doctor’s brow wrinkled in confusion before he recalled the heart monitor. He reached up and flipped the volume off.
I tried a weak smile, “Thanks.”
“Cady, do you remember what happened before you lost consciousness?”
I concentrated hard. I remembered having a vivid nightmare about getting run over by a train, but I couldn’t remember being in any kind of accident.
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Dr. Gibler inquired. “What do you remember?”
“A dream. I remember having a dream. It was weird.”
“Tell me about it.”
“It was so real! I got hit by a train. Only it wasn’t me really. I was my sister…or maybe I was inside my sister’s body. I could feel every pain and sensation as if it were really happening to me. I could taste the blood in my mouth… Seriously, I’ve never felt so much pain in my life. I didn’t know dreams could do that.”
An odd expression clouded over Dr. Gibler’s face, a mixture of confusion and sorrow. “You felt it? Like physically?”
I pressed my eyes closed and tried to block out the horrifying images from my dream. “Yes, I felt it. I felt legs being severed by the wheels of a train. I felt my temperature drop as my blood drained from my body.” I shook my head to clear away the images. My belly roiled with nausea. “I can remember every detail of the dream, but I can’t remember the accident that landed me in here.”
“Accident?” the doctor asked, casting a glance at Jenny. “Cady, you weren’t in an accident. In fact, there’s not a scratch on you.” He turned to the nurse. “Page her parents, please.”
Jenny draped her stethoscope around her neck and stepped out of the room.
“What’s happened?” I asked. “Am I dying?”
“No, you’re going to be fine.” The doctor fiddled with my chart, staring at it, but not really reading it. Stalling.
“Tell me. What happened?” I pleaded.
“Let’s wait for your parents. Your father is just down in the cafeteria.”
“No,” I insisted. “Tell me now!” I attempted to sit up, but my head spun and I slumped back down.
“Okay, Cady,” he said as he pulled a chair alongside the bed and leaned with his forearms balanced on the metal guardrail. “I have some rather disturbing news.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “It’s your sister, Avalon. She was in an accident. She was struck by a train and killed Saturday night. I’m so sorry.”
The doctor paused to gauge my reaction. My face remained frozen, but my mind wheeled about in a dozen different directions.
“What you remember was not a dream. In fact, you’ve been in a coma, which means you were so deeply unconscious that your brain did not go through the normal sleep cycles. You couldn’t have had any dreams.”
Spontaneous tears welled in my eyes, but I blinked them away. He must be wrong. Lony can’t be gone. I wanted to argue with him, to tell him he must be wrong. “W-w-w…?” I sputtered.
“Your father is downstairs in the cafeteria. Nurse Jenny just went to get him, and she’ll phone your mother. Your parents have been taking turns staying at the hospital with you.”
“But…what about me?” I asked, still confused. “What happened to me? Why am I…you know…here?”
The doctor pursed his lips as if in deep thought. “Honestly, we’re not quite sure what happened to you. We were hoping you could fill us in. When you were first brought to the ER, we assumed you had been hit also, but there were no injuries. Then, we figured you passed out from the emotional shock of it all, but then your blood pressure dropped dangerously low and your breathing became irregular. It was clear that this was no ordinary swoon.”
It was all too much to process. To say that my heart was breaking over the loss of my twin was an understatement. My hands trembled with emotion that needed to escape but had nowhere to go. Ordinary tears were not enough of an outlet. Suddenly, I felt naked and adrift in the clouds. I never realized how tightly my life was bound to my sister’s until the comfortable weight of her was gone.
The doctor took a few minutes to examine me and make notes in my chart, but everything he did and said turned into a blur. Flashes of the dream —or were they memories? —roamed about in my head. The more I tried to hold them down, the more real they became. I squeezed my eyes shut.
“Oh, thank God!” my dad cried as he ran through the doorway and fell on me with a tight embrace. Once my face was safely buried in the crook of his shoulder, I breathed in the comforting familiar scent and let the tears loose.
Dad rocked me in his arms and pressed his lips to the part of my hair. When he finally drew back to look at my face, he appeared ten years older. Huge gray bags hung below his eyes and his skin looked chalky. “The nurse called your mother. She’ll be here in a few minutes. Doc, do you know what happened to her yet? Will she be all right?”
Dr. Gibler nodded and gestured for my father to take a seat in the chair beside my bed. My father covered his hand in mine, holding on a little too tightly. One, or maybe both of us, was shaking.
The doctor’s kind eyes were surrounded by deep wrinkles. “I’m so sorry, Cady…about all of this. I can’t explain why you were overcome the way you were. Shock is still an area of the human mind that doctors are unclear on.” He went on to explain that there are two kinds of shock, emotional and physical, and they are the mind’s way of protecting a person from trauma. What I had experienced was an emotional shock, but for some reason, my body had responded to it as if I had been the one physically traumatized. “I’ve consulted with a shock expert at the University of Iowa and he has never seen a case of emotional trauma setting off physical symptoms to this extent. The erratic breathing and heart-rate, the drop in blood pressure, the coma. The only thing we can assume is that it was the extreme circumstances of witnessing the accident which caused it.”
My father’s face crumpled, and I knew he was thinking about Lony. So was I. She couldn’t be gone. Lony was so beautiful and fun and young—she loved life! And what about me? What is a twin without the other?
I didn’t have time to ponder it further. My mother burst in the door all tears and loudness. She seemed both overjoyed at my consciousness and deeply scarred from the death of her other daughter. She nudged my father out of the way so she could hug me and sob onto my hospital gown. There was a thick wall of tension between my parents. It was nothing that I could see really, more of an intuition. Something more was going on with them.
“Doctor,” my father asked, “How soon can we take her home?” Mom raised her head for the answer. For the first time in years, she had left the house without her face made up.
Dr. Gibler replied, “Well, Cady’s vitals are strong. Her heart rate and blood pressure are back to normal. I suspect the worst is behind her now, but I’d like to keep her overnight for monitoring. We still don’t know what caused her to lose consciousness for so long.”
My father nodded, but my mother’s lips formed a hard line. “Don’t you think she’ll be more comfortable in her own bed? It’s really inconvenient having her away from home, and she looks fine.”
Something else was off about my mom, other than her lack of cosmetics. Her gestures were a little too broad, her words slightly slurred. Dad must have noticed it too, because his eyes narrowed in on her face.
“Besides,” she continued waving her hands around, “We have a funeral to prepare for.”
Both my father and I flinched at the word funeral. All of a sudden, I felt the anguish my parents were going through with one daughter in the hospital and one in the morgue. My stomach rolled again. I started to gag and the doctor shoved a plastic pan in front of me. Nothing came out, but the heaves strained the muscles of my abdomen.
“Julia!” my father snapped, darting his eyes toward me. “Not here.”
My mother set her shoulders back and she stomped out of the room, shoving the door hard. My father gave me an apologetic look before following her out into the hall.
“It’s going to be fine, Cady,” the doctor assured me. “As you must know, they’re under a lot of stress. This isn’t easy on anyone. Can I get you anything?”
I shook my head. I just wanted to be alone.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
 
The time between waking from my coma and the funeral was a complete daze. I’d been released from the hospital on Thursday morning only to stay in my bed until I had to get up for my sister’s wake Saturday morning. Bronwyn came over, at my grandmother’s request, to help get me ready. After a couple of lame attempts at conversation, she gave up and went about the motions of getting me ready in silence. I sat on the toilet lid in my robe while she brushed and dried my hair with a feather-light touch. We both knew if she tugged too hard I might shatter.
I put on the dress that someone set out for me without really looking at it, thankful that I didn’t have to make any decisions for myself. Mom left for the funeral home early with Grandma Nora, so Bronwyn drove my brother and me over in her mother’s minivan. Aaron was dressed in one of our dad’s suits and kept fingering the knot of his tie, trying to loosen it enough for comfort, but not so much that our mother would freak out on him.
I’d been in Grandview Funeral Home a few years earlier, when my Grandpa Bill passed away, so I thought I knew what to expect. I learned really quickly that an elderly man’s funeral, even one who was respected and loved like my Grandpa, couldn’t compare with that of a popular sixteen-year-old cheerleader. Parked cars lined the avenue on both sides of the street for three blocks. It seemed as if everyone in Dubuque was here.
“I better drop you guys off at the door,” Bronwyn said. “It’s gonna take me forever to find a parking place, and I don’t want you to be late.” She turned into the lot and pulled up in the fire lane to let us out.
“Thanks,” Aaron muttered before hopping out of the back.
My posterior felt glued to the passenger seat.
Aaron didn’t notice I wasn’t behind him until he turned to hold the funeral home door open for me. His already grim face fell a little further, and he returned to retrieve me from the vehicle.
“Come on, Cady,” he said, opening the passenger door and unhooking my seatbelt for me. “It sucks, but we have to do this. If it’s too awful, I’ll find a way to take you home early, okay?”
“Okay,” I replied, my voice dry and crackled. With a hand on his shoulder to steady myself, I slid out of the seat. Leaning on my brother seemed to magnify my sorrow, and I struggled with the heaviness in my chest. It was just the two of us now. The odd feeling vanished as Aaron, seeing that I was steady on my feet, started walking ahead of me toward the building. I flashed a weak wave to Bronwyn as she pulled away from the curb.
Several people, mostly students from school, stared at us as we made our way inside the building. The pity in their eyes felt strong enough to touch, making me long for the safety of my bed.
Aaron took a deep breath and let it out with a whoosh. “All right, let’s get this over with.”
Aunt Tina, our dad’s younger sister who drove in from Chicago, met us right inside the door.
“There you are!” she exclaimed, drawing us both into a tight hug, her bleach blond extensions tickling my nose. “The family seating is in the reserved rows up front. They just started the receiving line.”
Aunt Tina crushed my hand in hers and dragged me through the crowd. Aaron followed behind us. My emotions were all over the map, making me feel like a computer getting ready to short circuit. I’d taken half of a Valium before leaving the house. Not enough to make me sleepy, but just enough to separate my mind from my body with a thick layer of numbness. I could sense tension and sorrow vibrating through me, but at the same time, it was like it was happening to someone else. Even with the medication, the pressure of the crowd triggered claustrophobia, making my chest heave and my palms dampen. Between that and the mass of people making the air thick and stuffy, my stomach tumbled with nausea.
I was halfway up the aisle before I spotted the white wooden casket, the door hinged open to show the lavender-tinted satin interior. I snapped my gaze away before I could see her. After our Grandpa’s funeral, Lony and I both agreed that viewing the dead was creepy, and we wanted to be cremated. I tried to tell my mother this when she was driving me home from the hospital, but she’d kept her eyes on the road like she was all alone in the car. I probably should’ve let Grandma Nora know, since she was the one making most of the arrangements. Once I’d woken up and Mom didn’t have to worry about me, she had to face Lony’s death, and she slipped into a strange kind of depression, pretty much making her useless for anything other than staying in bed all day.
Our aunt presented us to our parents like china dolls to be inspected. Mom looked like someone had beaten her with a hammer and superglued her back together. Her navy blue suit, freshly blown out hair and make-up were perfect, but anyone could see all that was only a thin veneer barely holding the pieces of her together. She reached forward mechanically and straightened Aaron’s tie. Her eyes reflected a glassy shine.
Dad stood shifting his weight from foot to foot as if his dress shoes were too tight. He drew me in next to him with a light squeeze on my shoulder. Once Aaron and I were between them like a buffer zone, the receiving line began moving again.
Thick grief washed over me with every new person who stood before me, making it difficult to breathe. I let my body shift into autopilot. While my arms hugged and my head bobbed in mute acknowledgment to the whispered words of sympathy, I shrank into myself and tried to fight off the urge to blow chunks all over my shoes. The line was insanely long, winding its way out the door, and after an hour, Dad let Aaron and I retreat upstairs to the family lounge to relax until the service started.
Away from the crowd, I finally felt like I could breathe again. I waited on a couch, letting a mug of coffee grow cold between my palms as various family members rotated in and out. My thirteen-year-old cousin, Geoffrey, sat in the corner playing Mario on his DS until Aunt Tina hustled him out with orders to talk to our great-aunts.
Aaron and I didn’t speak. He sat across from me on another sofa with his eyes closed as if catching a cat-nap, although I could tell by the way he flinched whenever someone else entered the room, that he was wide awake.
When it was time for the memorial to start, our grandma came to fetch us. While my family is not religious, Grandma hired Bronwyn’s father to hold the inter-faith service. As we entered the small chapel, I saw with horror that our front-row seats were situated directly in front of the casket. Panic hit me hard. I wasn’t ready to see Lony. Somehow, seeing her body lying in that coffin would make her death official, and I wasn’t ready for that. I didn’t think I’d ever be ready for that. I swallowed hard and stared at my feet the whole way up the aisle. I discovered with immense relief once I sat down that my line of vision was low enough to prevent me from seeing inside the box.
Just before Pastor Tom began to speak, someone sank into the seat on the other side of Aaron. I looked down the row to see Cane Matthews. I’d forgotten all about him. My parents must have invited him to sit with the family. His face appeared to be carved out of stone, as if betrayal of the slightest emotion would cause the whole thing to crumble off his head.
The ceremony passed in a great rush, each second bringing me closer to having to say my final good-bye to my sister. While Pastor Tom talked, I fingered the vintage butterfly hair clip that I had stashed in my pocket. I’d found it a couple of years ago in a junk shop downtown. The wings were made of delicate sheets of abalone and tiny rhinestones formed the body. Lony was constantly stealing it from my jewelry box, leading to many arguments about how I should just give it to her since I rarely wore my hair up. The thing is I probably would’ve let her have it if she hadn’t been so demanding about it. Instead, I held onto it out of spite. The clip now was fastened around a badly composed poem to my sister that I’d written in third grade. A few of the words were misspelled and the overly melodramatic lines didn’t really rhyme, but Lony had kept it pinned to her bulletin board in her bedroom ever since. I planned to slip it and the hair clip into the casket before it was closed.
Aunt Tina gave the eulogy for the family. Grandma had asked me to do it, but I begged off. I didn’t like public speaking on a good day, and there was no way I’d be able to hold it together on this one. My aunt’s words washed over me without sinking in. My mind whirled with all of the things I wanted to say to Lony before they closed the casket on her forever. The last time I’d seen her, she and Cane had been bickering. I snuck a glance down the row at him. The muscles of his jaw twitched beneath the surface of his freshly shaven skin, and his blood-shot eyes appeared tired and dry. It was sad that her final moments had been spent fighting. When the eulogy was over, our family remained seated while ushers dismissed everyone else with instructions that the burial would be a private, family ceremony.
Once the bulk of the crowd cleared out of the chapel, our family members drifted up one at a time to kneel on the velvet cushion before the coffin to pay their last respects. I waited as long as possible. I didn’t want an audience.
When my turn came, I settled on my knees beside her and folded my hands on the waxy wooden rail. Carefully, I allowed my gaze to drift over my sister from waist to head.
I had expected to see Lony there, but I realized with some surprise that body lying there was not her. My sister was long gone. The mortician had made her up to appear younger and more conservative than she’d been in life. Her hair was brushed and positioned so that it framed her face. She wore the plum colored dress that we had taken our family pictures in the year before, a dress that I remembered her complaining made her neck itch. The smoky eye make-up that I’d been so accustomed to seeing on her over the past year was gone, leaving a fresh face with only a hint of mascara and lip gloss. It looked more like my body in the coffin than hers. I shuddered.
I’d been so absorbed with drinking in her appearance, I didn’t notice the long moments that passed. When Dad touched my shoulder and indicated that my turn was up, my heart jumped into my throat. No! I screamed inside. I’m not ready for her to be gone!
Pastor Tom gathered the remaining family members and Cane in front of the coffin to say some last words. The tenor of his voice sounded far away, and I concentrated on saying my own silent good-byes, which I’d neglected to do before.
One by one, people began heading for their cars to get ready for the procession to the cemetery.
As I left the chapel, I turned back to see Cane, all alone now, watching the two somber men from the funeral home close the lid and set an arrangement of roses on top. He’d been the last person to see her in life. It seemed fitting that he be the last to see her in death.
It wasn’t until we were in the car on the way home that I felt the butterfly hair clip still in my pocket.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
 
The next week and a half faded past me in blur. The pain in our house was almost unbearable. When Lony died, she left behind a hole that stifled us with its emptiness. My mother, Aaron and I spent most of our time in our bedrooms, Mom in a Valium-induced haze. She crumbled after the funeral and hadn’t gotten out of her pajamas since. Aaron drowned his thoughts in death metal in the basement until Dad stopped by and told him to keep it down so as not to disturb Mom. Me? I spent long afternoons sitting on the cushy window seat in my bedroom watching a flock of cardinals nest in our backyard pine tree.
Just over two weeks after the accident, I awoke early to noise coming from the kitchen beneath me. I slid my arms into a Hawkeyes sweatshirt and wandered down to investigate. Aaron stood in front of the open refrigerator drinking milk from the carton. Mom would have yelled at him for it, but I never drank milk, so I didn’t care.
“What are you doing?” I asked, leaning against the counter. Aaron’s blond hair was damp from the shower and he was dressed in jeans and a clean t-shirt which read “The ZOMBIE APOCALYPS is coming.” I wasn’t sure if it was advertising a band or making a social statement.
“What’s it look like?” he grunted. “Going to school.”
School. The thought of doing something as ordinary as going to school seemed foreign to me.
“Why?” I wondered.
Aaron flashed me a look like I was the stupidest girl he’d ever met. “It’s Monday.” He replaced the cap on the milk and slid it back into the refrigerator. His eyes drifted over me standing there barefoot and in pajamas. “You’re not going?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I haven’t thought about it.”
Aaron’s face softened and he nodded. “If you’re not ready, you should stay home. But I…I just can’t take this house anymore.” He snatched up his bag from the table. “See ya.”
I stood there for several minutes, my mind completely blank. It felt kind of nice standing alone, like being able to breathe fresh air after a long time in a stuffy room. For the first time since leaving the hospital, I got an urge to get out of the house, to go for a jog, to feel the sun on my skin. I wasn’t ready to go back to class yet, but a run around the neighborhood sounded like it might be okay.
After swapping out my pj’s for sweats, I walked down the hall to my mother’s room to let her know I was going out. I opened her door slowly and peeked in. The shades were drawn tight, blocking out the morning sun. I could just make out a lump curled in a ball in the middle of the king-sized mattress. Aside from the funeral, my mom hadn’t left her bed. The scent of unwashed sheets made my nose twitch.
Suddenly, my hands began to tremble and my stomach clenched. Intense sorrow hit me, seeming to radiate from the direction of the bed, both emotional and physical at the same time. It sunk into my body through my pores. My breath caught in my throat and something in my heart snapped. The void left from Lony’s absence sucked the gravity right out of the room. I lost my grip on the door and dropped to the carpet. I hadn’t realized I was sobbing until my mother’s arms wrapped around me, rocking me side to side.
“I know, honey, I know,” she whispered into my hair.
 
After school let out for the day, Bronwyn and Shawn stopped by to drop off some textbooks that I’d asked for. They had been at the funeral, but we didn’t have much chance to talk. They both called regularly, but neither seemed to know what to say to me. I guess I understood that.
We exchanged big hugs as I invited them inside. Identical looks of horror crossed their faces at seeing my normally put-together mom standing barefoot in the kitchen wearing her dirty bathrobe and eating peaches directly out of a can with her fingers. What I saw as progress they probably saw as a scene from Punked. I herded them upstairs.
I moved a heap of discarded pajamas and t-shirts from my desk chair and dropped them on top of my already-full hamper, where at least half fell off onto the floor. Bronwyn took the chair while Shawn sprawled out in my window seat. He picked up my binoculars and looked through them.
“Spying on the neighbors?” he asked.
“Birds,” I replied, then instantly felt stupid. I knew it sounded like a lame way to spend my time. “I’ve been watching the birds in the pines.”
Bronwyn bit her lip as she tended to do when she was uncomfortable. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your room like this before,” she commented, her eyes roaming around.
For the first time since I got home from the hospital, I really focused my attention on my surroundings. The bed was unmade and the sheets were loose and wrinkled from tossing and turning. Several dirty dishes with clumps of caked-on food were stacked on the desk like my own personal Leaning Tower of Pisa. Next to the dishes, the photos from my bulletin board lay in a crumpled heap from where I’d ripped them down in a moment of rage and regret. On the floor in front of the closet was a pile of old school papers that I’d pulled out of my nightstand drawers for some reason late one night, and never bothered putting back.
“You were always the neat one,” Bronwyn whispered.
“Well, now I’m the only one,” I snapped. Bronwyn cringed and gnawed at her lip again. My harsh tone shocked me as much as her, and I immediately felt sorry.
“Cady,” Shawn said, walking over and wrapping his arms around me “She didn’t mean anything bad. Don’t get angry. We’re just worried about you.”
I allowed myself the luxury of sinking into his skinny, yet strangely comforting, chest. A wave of calm coated me like a blanket. “I’m so sorry,” I sighed.
Bronwyn slid up behind me and joined our embrace. The calming sensation intensified and the tense muscles in my shoulders relaxed. Sandwiched between my friends was the best I’d felt since before my Dad left.
“I don’t have to be home for a couple of hours,” Bronwyn said, “Why don’t you let Shawn and I help you clean up?”
I groaned. I wasn’t in the mood to clean, but I was willing to concede that doing something productive might make me feel better. I nodded.
Bronwyn gathered all of the dirty clothes and the sheets off of my bed and dragged them off to the laundry room, while Shawn helped me make up the bed with clean linens. When we carried my dirty dishes downstairs, I noticed the heap already sitting in the sink and stacked on the countertops, the remnants of what couldn’t be stuffed into the dish washer. It didn’t look like anyone had run a load since the accident.
Bronwyn and I tackled the kitchen while Shawn ran the vacuum, first in my bedroom and then through the rest of the house. My mother, holed up in her bedroom, didn’t come out of her room to help.
By the time Bronwyn had to leave to get ready for her Bible study group, the house was more or less put to order. I hugged both of my friends tightly and watched as they trotted off to Shawn’s Toyota parked across the street. As they drove away, my energy left with them, replaced by dull emptiness.
Returning to my newly cleaned bedroom, I sank down on the plush cushion of my window seat, feeling a little like a balloon that just had the air let out. My hands automatically picked up my dad’s old pair of binoculars from his time in the Army. The cardinals looked like they were redecorating their nest. I wondered if they applied the same Feng Shui principles my mother did. Wouldn’t want to see their Chi off balance.
A smudge of color appeared in the background, and I readjusted my focus. It was my neighbor, stooped over in her herb garden clipping leaves and dropping them into a pouch at her waist. I didn’t know her name. We had adjoining backyards, but her house faced the next street over. The woman had moved in a year ago after our old neighbor died. My mother frequently complained about how poorly this one kept her yard. The garden took up almost half of the space, the bushy plants over-grown and planted haphazardly. The back half of the yard, the half which reached all the way up to our chain link fence, was a large patch of grass which had not been mowed once since the woman moved in, like an urban haven for all kinds of woodland creatures.
I trained the binoculars on her face. The woman rarely came outside, so I was curious to get a look. She was younger than her long baggy dresses led me to believe. Auburn hair cascaded down her back in wavy tangles as if she hadn’t bothered to brush it that morning. She wore no makeup, but was exceptionally pretty with a smooth, creamy complexion. A slight smile rested on her lips as she clipped away like she might have been having a silent conversation with herself.
Zooming the focus out, I captured her whole body in my view. Her clothes were weird. I’d noticed them before in the glimpses over the past year. She favored long flowing skirts layered over each other in a way that my mother would have called Bohemian. Her top was a simple, long-sleeved t-shirt in bright blue. I was thinking of zooming in on her house when the woman glanced up and looked right at me. Her face broke into a toothy grin and her hand raised in a little wave.
I shot out of my window, dropping the binoculars on the carpet, embarrassed to have been caught spying. Oh, well. It was time to do something more productive than stare at birds anyway.
The text books that Shawn had brought sat in a neat stack on my desk. Just the thought of school overwhelmed me and made my palms sweat. I’d already missed eleven days in a row. Neither of my parents had mentioned anything about me going back. The doctors at the hospital advised them I should take it slow and suggested a therapist who specialized in post traumatic stress disorder. I had an appointment scheduled for Wednesday.
I carried the school books over to the bed and opened my literature text. A blue envelope baring Ms. Crowell’s loopy handwriting on the front dropped out from beneath the cover. I opened it to find a sympathy card with a little note inside.
“Words can’t express how deeply sorry I am for your loss. I know school is the last thing on your mind, but you might find it helpful to focus on something else for a while. I marked a few pages in the poetry section that you might find comforting. I’ve also enclosed a list of assignments that you’ve missed. Don’t worry about the due dates, just do the best you can. If you need any help, please feel free to contact me anytime.”
On the bottom, Ms. Crowell listed both her home and cell phone numbers. I ran my finger over the digits. I had only been in her class for a week before the accident, not nearly long enough to decide whether I liked her as a teacher or not. Somehow, that handwritten note with her phone numbers meant more to me than any of the hundreds of sympathy cards we’d accumulated since the funeral.
Maybe Ms. Crowell was right. I needed something more than a family of cardinals to distract my mind. Reviewing the assignment list, I noticed the class had already moved on from the Greeks and had skipped ahead to the Elizabethans. I heaved a sigh of relief at seeing we were to read A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I’d watched the movie on television once and liked it well enough. I couldn’t have handled reading one of Shakespeare’s tragedies. I flipped open the thick book and began reading.
I’d just gotten to the point where Nick Bottom’s head was turned into a donkey when the land-line phone rang. Probably Dad checking in on me again.
“Hello?” I answered, my eyes still half-reading the page.
There was a long pause before the caller spoke. “Uh, may I speak to Arcadia please?” His voice was soft and unsure, not familiar to me at all.
“This is Cady,” I replied.
“Hi. This is Bryan…Bryan Sullivan…you know, the new kid.”
It took me a moment to place the name. When I did, my belly did a little flip. “Oh, right, from literature class.”
I sat up straight on my bed. Boys called the house all the time, but other than Shawn, they had usually wanted to talk to Lony.
“I hope you don’t mind my calling. Are you busy? Do you feel up to talking?”
I shoved Ms. Crowell’s card between the pages to keep my place. “No…I mean, yeah…it’s cool. I was just catching up on some homework, but I could use a break. How’d you get my number?”
“Phone book.” He paused and took an audible breath in and out. “Listen, I’m really sorry about your sister. I actually went to the funeral, but you looked sort of overwhelmed with people, so I didn’t come up and say anything.”
“Oh…” I don’t know what surprised me more, that I hadn’t noticed him or that he’d been there at all. “Told you I’m not very observant.”
“Well, you had a good excuse.”
We both went quiet for an awkward moment. A faint metallic taste touched my tongue. I realized I was gnawing the chapped skin on my lower lip.
“So, um…how’s school going?” I asked. Lame, I know.
“It’s good, I guess. I mean, it’s school. If it weren’t at least a little emotionally damaging, they wouldn’t be doing their job, right?”
“Right.” I squeezed my eyes tightly and willed myself to come up with something to say that wouldn’t make me seem like a complete moron.
“So, do you know when you’re going to come back yet?”
“No idea. My brother, Aaron, went back today, but he hasn’t been home yet, so I haven’t asked him how it went.” I picked at the pilled fabric of my bedspread. “I don’t know how to tell if I’m ready to face it again, and my parents have been like zero help.”
“I understand. Actually, that’s why I’m calling.” Bryan paused as if gathering the courage to say something. “Um…my older brother...Jesse? He passed away last year. Thought you might like to talk to someone who’s been there, you know?”
“Didn’t you tell me that you’re an only child?”
“I am…now I am. After Jesse died, my parents thought we should be closer to our extended family in the Midwest. My mother’s side. So when my dad scored a job transfer to Dubuque, they couldn’t pack us off fast enough.”
“Oh. How...how did Jesse…?” My tongue stumbled over the question.
“Die? Do you know what hemophilia is?”
“Some kind of blood disease, right?”
“Yeah. It’s a genetic disorder where the blood can’t clot very well. A cut or a bruise can be fatal if doctors can’t get the bleeding to stop in time. Anyway, Jesse was snowboarding —something he was absolutely forbidden to do because of his condition. He was always doing stupid things he shouldn’t. The slope wasn’t even all that dangerous; he just banked too hard on a curve and tumbled into a tree. He was able to get up and walk back to the lodge, but by the time he got there, a huge bruise had formed on his side and began spreading across his back.”
“Oh, no,” I whispered.
“Yeah. His friends drove him to the nearest hospital, but he’d lost consciousness before they arrived. He died before my parents could get there. I guess he’d torn his liver when he fell.”
I squeezed my eyes tightly. Even hearing about the death of a boy I didn’t know could bring me to tears. “I’m so sorry, Bryan.”
He sighed on the other end of the phone as if he were forcing himself to be strong. “It’s okay. I mean, it was hard at first —it’s still hard —but it gets easier. I wanted you to know that. It gets easier.”
My chest tightened and my skin warmed for what seemed like the first time in days. “Thank you, Bryan. It means so much to me that you called. It’s like no one really understands what it’s like to lose a sibling. My friends have tried to help, but they’ve never experienced anything even close.”
“Have you been able to talk with your family?”
“Yeah, right! My mother has banned my father from the house and won’t let me go over to his place. And she’s been in a Valium haze since the funeral. My brother and I are spending all of our time in our bedrooms on opposite ends of the house. It’s like we brought the mortuary home with us.”
“I saw your brother today, at school. He looked like a guy walking in a dream. I thought maybe you would’ve come back, too.”
“I don’t think I’m ready yet. It just seems so hard. I can’t stop thinking about her as it is. How will I be able to look at her locker or her table in the lunch room or the cheerleaders walking around in their uniforms without thinking of her?”
“You can’t. You’re gonna see Lony everywhere for a while. It will totally suck…but that’s okay.”
“No! It’s not okay!” Tears were spilling down my face in earnest now. “These reminders just make the hole she left in my life bigger. She was my sister…my twin! All of my life we were defined by our relationship to each other. Lony’s the outgoing one, and I’m the introverted one. She’s got the style, and I’ve got the brains. She’s liked by all of the boys, and I’m liked by all the teachers. I don’t even know who I am without her!”
Bryan stayed silent for a few minutes while I sobbed. When I calmed down, I set the receiver down to wipe my face blow my nose with a wad of tissues.
I picked the phone back up and cradled it into the crease of my neck. “I’m sorry, Bryan. I didn’t mean to lose it. I’m doing that a lot lately.”
“Cady, don’t apologize,” he said. His voice was as soothing as hot chocolate. “Don’t ever apologize for what you are feeling. I understand.”
I sniffed again and asked, “So with Jesse…how did you move beyond it? I mean, how did you go on with your life?”
“Well, it sounds cliché, but I took it one day at a time. I got back into my routine, you know, going to school, doing my homework. I had a few close friends who helped me along. They kept me busy, but didn’t get offended when I didn’t have as good of a time as they did.”
“What about your family?”
“My mom also was lost for a while, but she pulled herself out of it after a few weeks. My dad…well, he doesn’t show his emotions much. I never even saw him cry, which seems weird, but if you knew my dad, it’s not a shocker. He went back to work the day after the funeral like nothing even happened. I don’t think my mother has forgiven him for that yet. They’re not talking a whole lot anymore. I suspect this move is a last-ditch effort on keeping their marriage together. It’s weird living in a house where no one speaks to each other. Sometimes I wish they would just separate and get it over with.”
“I know what you mean there. My dad had actually moved out the day before Lony’s accident.”
“Whoa! Brutal.”
I pulled a blanket out of my closet and carried it over to the window seat where I curled up all cozy-like with the phone. Bryan and I talked for over an hour. I told him about my upcoming therapy appointment, and he told me about the psychologist that his mother made him go see after Jesse’s death and what I might expect.
“So,” he said finally, “I have to go. My father will be home soon and my mother has dinner almost ready. Will I see you in school tomorrow?”
I could tell by the way he asked it that he thought it was time I get back in the swing of things, but didn’t want to pressure me.
“I don’t know, Bryan. I don’t know if I can walk in there. Everyone is going to stare at me.” I knew I sounded whiney, but didn’t care.
“Tell you what…I’ll pick you up in the morning and walk in with you.”
“Seriously? You’d do that? Why? I mean, you barely know me.”
He paused as if weighing his words. “Like I said, I’ve been there. And, since you’re one of the few people who has spoken to me outside of class since moving here, it’s my way of thanking you. You can always go home early if it gets to be too much.”
I thought about it for a moment. I was going to have to go back sometime. Aaron did it. I guess it was my turn.
“You don’t have to come get me.”
“I want to. Just tell me where you live.”
I had to admit to myself, having someone there for support would be nice. For some reason, this total stranger was able to comfort me in ways my family and friends had not. Part of it, of course, was because of Bryan’s experience with his brother, but I think the other part was because he never really knew Lony. He had nothing to compare me to, unlike other kids at school. Bryan saw me as a whole person and not as a half of a matched set.
“Okay. I’ll give it a shot."
I gave Bryan my address and was ready to hang up when I thought of something. "Wait a sec. Before, you said that your brother's hemophilia was genetic..."
"Yes. It is passed by females and carried by males. My mother is a carrier. She passed it down. I have hemophilia, too.”
 



 
Chapter 9
 
 
I couldn't sleep that night. After my conversation with Bryan, I waited for Aaron to come home so I could ask him about his day. It was past ten before I heard his truck pull into the driveway and he slipped quietly down to his bedroom before I could catch him.
In the morning, my head was a fuzzy mess of cobwebs, and my eyes were dry and red. I hadn’t slept well. After showering, I wasted over a half hour trying on and taking off clothes, unable to make a decision about what to wear to school. When I saw how late the time was I yanked on a pair of faded Levi's and a long-sleeved t-shirt. My stomach felt acidic and queasy. I gulped down an Eggo waffle, but it sat in my belly like a rock. I thought about poking my head into Mom's room to tell her where I was going —I hadn't seen her at all the previous evening —but remembering the wall of depression that had overcome me the day before when I went in her room, I decided to just leave a note for her on the counter.
The doorbell rang. I scooped up my heavy backpack and opened the door. Bryan stood on the stoop, leaning his lanky frame against a post. Time must have faded his image in my mind, because the guy standing before me, grinning with one up-turned corner of his mouth, was gorgeous! The dark of his eyes and hair were accented by a pair of black plastic framed glasses, making him appear studious, but cool at the same time. He radiated calm and strength, but also a hint of nervousness. My shoulders relaxed and I responded with an echoing grin.
“You’re wearing glasses,” I commented.
“Only when I drive,” he replied. "Ready?"
I nodded and pulled the door closed behind me.
We drove the couple of blocks to school. His car was a older model Lexus, a little nicer than the average high school student. We didn’t talk much. The air between us felt thick and awkward. He tapped his long fingers on the steering wheel, and I knew he was as anxious as I was.
Bryan found a parking space in the middle of the lot. He shut the ignition off, but neither of us made a move to exit the vehicle. He removed his glasses and folded them into a case which he then tossed up onto the dashboard. My chest tightened with nerves, and I drummed my fingers rapidly on my leg. It was only a few minutes before the bell and students, alone and in groups, made their way purposefully to the doors.
"Maybe I shouldn't have made you do this," Bryan said. "You don't have to go in. I can take you back home if you want."
"You're not making me do this. And as tempting as it is to go back to bed, getting back to regular life is the best thing to do.” I took a deep breath and let it out with a shudder. “I'm just glad I don't have to do it alone."
Bryan's expression softened and he reached over to pat the back of my hand. For a second, I thought he might take hold of it, causing me to suck in a quick breath. But he didn't. The touch was gone as quickly as it was given.
"Let's go," he said as he retrieved his bag from the backseat and opened the door.
My head grew dizzy as I climbed out into the crisp morning air. My stomach ached. The bell rang as we were approaching the building, but Bryan was content to let me walk at my own pace, without hurry. He accompanied me all the way to my government class. I could hear Mr. Steele in the classroom taking roll.
"Thanks, Bryan," I said. "I really appreciate your help."
He patted my shoulder stiffly. "I'll be right here when you get out of class."
"You don't need to walk me to all of my classes," I said with a nervous chuckle.
"I know I don't have to, but my American history class is just two doors down. No big deal.”
Bryan lifted his hand in a wave and strutted off down the hall. I waited until he disappeared into his classroom. As soon as he turned the corner out of sight, my fear came back. Roll call was over, and the principal's voice poured out of the intercom speakers for the morning announcements. I thought I might be able to slip into my seat before anyone noticed. I was wrong.
As I rounded the doorway to sneak down the aisle, I bumped into the metal garbage can, knocking it over with a clunk on the hard tiles. Twenty-one heads looked up at once. Upon recognizing me, their collective eyes shot down to the tops of their desks. The tension in the room jumped up so sharply, my lungs constricted. Suddenly, my neck broke out in a cold sweat, and my cheeks flared. I leaned over to right the garbage can and my bag slid off my shoulder, breaking the strap with the weight of too many textbooks.
"Good morning, Cady," Mr. Steele said, picking up his attendance book to mark me present. "Class, pay attention to the announcements."
The students turned back toward the front. I clutched the broken strap of my bag and slid into my third-row seat.
I remembered nothing of the teacher's lecture. Instead, I obsessed over my discomfort. It was hard to describe, but the room felt nervous…twitchy with my presence. It wasn't like anything I'd ever felt before. Several times I felt eyes watching me, but when I glanced around, all I saw were kids bent over their papers, scribbling notes or doodling in the margins. Paranoid much?
I jumped when the shrill bell rang out, ending first period. I really needed to chill out. I shook my head at my idiocy and stepped into the river of teenagers flowing up and down the hallway.
Someone touched my arm just above the elbow. I looked up to see Bryan. He smiled and asked, "How was it?"
I glanced around and noticed people looking at me as they passed by. "Awkward."
"Well, awkward is okay. You know you can do it now. With each class, it’ll get easier."
We merged into the traffic walking left. I wanted to stop at my locker to drop off the broken bag and the textbooks that I wouldn’t need. The crowd of students felt more oppressive than it ever had before. Flickers of hot and cold brushed my body, causing a sheen of cold sweat to dampen my skin. I felt my forehead, but didn’t detect a fever, just a dull ache forming between my eyes.
When we rounded the corner, I felt like someone socked me in the chest with a baseball bat. Before me was Lony's locker, looking as if Hallmark threw up all over it. Photos and cards were taped in over-lapping layers so no metal was exposed. What didn’t make it on the locker itself leaned neatly along the base of the wall. A vase with wilting roses stood on the floor with a hand-made sign sticking out which read, “Gone to the angels.” Teddy-bears and Beanie Babies with blank eyes and mocking smiles stared up at me from the floor.
"Oh, my god..." I whispered, my face draining to white. Kids passing by between classes stared at me, making my skin crawl.
Bryan clutched my arm and steered me into an empty classroom. "I'm so sorry, Cady."
"What is that? A shrine?" I shouted, my voice breaking like a twelve-year-old boy. I started to hyperventilate, the air in my lungs heaving in and out, in and out.
Bryan pulled me into his arms, his hand patting my hair. My tears soaked into the cotton of his White Stripes t-shirt, leaving dark gray blotches.
"I'm so sorry. I had no idea that was there. I never come down this hallway."
I didn’t wrap my arms around him; rather I drew them in tightly to my sides, my fists balled up clutching his shirt. I hadn’t noticed how cold I was until I was snuggling against him, basking in his body heat. Maybe I should have been embarrassed, but at that moment, all I could focus on was his calm warmth. He could have been anyone, I just needed to be held.
"It's okay, Cady," he whispered. "You stay here. I'll go get the janitor to take it all away."
As soon as he drew away, an irrational wave of anger rolled through me that even Bryan's calming influence couldn't touch.
"How could they? Don't they realize she was my sister? That my locker is right there, too? It's bad enough I have to live down the hall from her empty bedroom. Do they expect me to step around that —that altar between every class?”
A small rational part of me knew I was being a bitch, that those students lost someone too, but my emotions were out of control with selfish need. I started pacing and Bryan just stepped back and watched.
Mr. Small, the computer arts teacher, poked his head in to see what all the shouting was about.
"Oh, Miss Day! Is everything all right?" He snatched a box of tissues from the window sill and held them out to me as if he didn’t want to come too close.
“It's fine," Bryan assured him, "She just wasn't prepared to see that memorial at her sister's locker."
"Oh, well... I guess I can call the custodian and have it removed."
"Forget it!" I said. "I'll do it myself."
Before they could stop me, I went out into the hallway and plucked a poem off of the metal. It was some sappy thing that struggled to rhyme. I ripped it and let the pieces float to my feet. I could feel the eyes of the crowd on my back, boring into my skull. A cold cloud of grief wafted around me. Without realizing it, my fingers started ripping the pictures and notes stuck to the locker with Scotch tape. My pinky ran along the edge of a Post-It which read “I’ll miss you,” slicing a tiny, painful cut in my skin. As I was shaking my hand, my foot knocked over the vase of flowers, spilling gunky water and soaking the largest of the teddy-bears.
Around me, kids stopped and stared, ignoring Mr. Small's pleas for them to keep moving. Murmurs wrapped around me, “Whoa! Cady’s losing it.” “Think we should try to help?” “I miss Lony too, but what a drama queen!” Their anger blended with mine until I shivered and all I could see was red. I tore at a photo of Lony standing in her cheerleader uniform, her pom-poms in the air as she stood on the shoulders of her teammates. When it was shredded beyond recognition, I moved on to a group shot of Lony and Cane with a bunch of their friends piled on top of each other on a couch in some anonymous basement rec room. The confetti of Kodak paper fluttered to the floor like a ticker-tape parade.
Bryan placed a tentative hand on my shoulder. His touch poked a hole in my anger, letting it diffuse, slowly, until it was gone altogether. My fingers stopped frozen in mid-rip. I looked down at the mess around my feet. My jaw dropped and my wild eyes latched onto his in shame. Just as my knees gave out, Bryan caught me and lowered me to the floor in a heap of limbs. He pulled me onto his lap and turned my sobbing face into the crook of his neck to shield me from our nosey classmates staring and whispering excitedly. The disdain they felt for me was tangible. The bell rang for second period, and a few more teachers arrived to usher everyone along to their classes.
I couldn't look at the mess. My body curled up and huddled into Bryan's as if I could make myself small enough to disappear. He stroked my hair and rocked me gently.
A janitor in a denim uniform showed up with a push broom and a large, rubber garbage can. He waited off to the side quietly, unable to clear the mess away with us sitting in the middle of it.
Once the hall was mostly empty of students, Mr. Small crouched down and whispered something to Bryan.
I felt his head bob in a nod. "I'll take her home now." Bryan bent his mouth to my ear. "Let's get you out of here."
As Bryan helped me to my feet, I caught a pair of green eyes, blazing with molten hatred staring right at me, causing my body to jerk in shock. Cane Matthews stood across the hall. It was the first time I’d seen him since the funeral. His face appeared to have aged, gray smudges spread beneath his eyes and his jaw clenched tightly. He bent down and picked up a torn photograph of Lony that had been taken over the summer at cheerleading camp. His gaze softened slightly on the photo, but when he looked at me again, I felt a stab in my gut. The icy pain rolled off Cane so thickly the air felt like water, making my lungs heave for breath. I shivered uncontrollably.
Bryan relieved me of the broken backpack without a word, took my hand. “Ignore him. Come on.” He steered me toward the doors.
I felt Cane’s glare on my back the whole way down the hall and out the front doors.
 
Bryan offered to stay with me, but I made him go back to school. I spent the rest of the day in my pj's huddled in bed with the covers over my head.
The doorbell rang around 3:00, but neither my mother nor I made a move to answer it. Just after dark, I woke from a nap to someone knocking on my bedroom door.
"Can I come in?" Aaron's guff voice called from the hall outside.
I yanked the covers down from the tent I had made with my pillows to block out the harsh afternoon sunlight.
"Yeah,” I croaked. “Come in."
Aaron stepped into the room and glanced around. It had been a long time since he had been in my bedroom. My brother and I have never been very close. He was only fourteen months older, but he’d always held himself apart from us. I'm not sure if that was because we were girls or because he felt excluded by our twin-ness.
He didn't turn on the light, just wandered over and sat down by my feet.
"I heard what happened this morning."
"I don't know why I freaked out like that,” I groaned.
Aaron nodded in sympathy. In the light emanating from the hallway, I could see dark smudges under his lower lashes and hollowness in his cheeks. All at once I felt guilty for not being there more for him. I hadn't given much thought to the fact that he also lost a sister. My hand snaked out from beneath my peppermint-colored comforter and squeezed his. After a moment, he squeezed back.
"I would have warned you about the locker if I'd known you were going to go to school this morning. I couldn't look at it either."
"I shouldn't have flipped out like that. Lony had tons of friends. They have a right to mourn her the way they need to."
Aaron just bobbed his head and mashed his lips together.
"How are you, Aaron? Do you want to talk about it?"
He let out a whoosh of air. "Oh, I don't know, Cady. I imagine I'm feeling about like you are right now; sadness, anger —mostly at myself for not spending more time with her —with you both. And then this house... I’ve been kind of thinking about going to stay with Dad for a while."
“Have you told Mom yet?"
“Are you kidding?” He said with a raised eye brow, the metal bar through it glinting in the low light. “She's so doped up there’s no talking to her. I don't think she's taken a shower since the funeral. Besides, she probably wouldn’t even notice if I left."
I didn't know what to say. In the space of only a few weeks, our family as we knew it changed into something from a bad after-school special.
"I'd like to go see Dad tomorrow," I said. "Think you want to come with me?"
"Sure," he replied.
We lapsed into silence, nothing more to say. He clung to me with one hand and picked at the cuticle of his thumb with the other. Eventually, he stood up and shuffled toward the door.
Just before entering the hallway, Aaron turned back to me, his face framed in the backlight. "Think you want to try school again tomorrow?"
I shook my head. "I don't think I'm ready yet."
He nodded once in agreement. "Okay. I'll pick you up when I’m done and we can go to Dad's. Want the door closed?"
"Yeah."
Aaron left, pulling the door shut behind him. I flopped back onto my mattress. My down pillow had grown flat over the two weeks of near constant use. I yanked it out from beneath me to fluff it up. The phone started ringing. I checked the caller ID before answering. It was Bryan.
"So..." he hedged, "I’ve been sitting here for an hour debating with myself over whether I should call or not. If you don’t want to talk, that’s cool, but I at least need to know you are not sitting in the dark listening to Leonard Cohen music and contemplating banishing yourself to a European boarding school."
I grinned for the first time all day. It felt good.
"In the dark yes, but no Cohen.”
“And you’re not going to runaway to Switzerland, because right now, you are like the only friend I have here. Selfish, I know, but I am a teenager after all.”
“No Switzerland, I promise. It gets really cold there, and I don’t ski.”
We talked for a while about nothing. He never mentioned how my flip-out was talked about at school, but I'm sure even a boy with no friends would have heard the gossip bantered around. Before we hung up, I’d decided to work from home for the rest of the week and I’d start back to school fresh on Monday.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
 
The next morning, I woke early to the sound of tweeting cardinals. I peered through the binoculars and watched them flit from branch to branch around their nests. I kind of felt sorry for the females who appeared dull and brown compared to the royal red of their mates. I guess I knew what it was like to live in someone else’s glow. Emo, much?
I tossed the binoculars down on my window seat and stretched my arms up tall. I had to get out of the house. The sun was shining outside, and the constant throb of depression in my house was threatening to pull me under again. I showered, dressed and went out to the Honda Civic that I had shared with Lony. My Fallulah CD blared from the stereo, and I sung along off-key. I swung through a McDonald's drive through for a yogurt parfait before heading out to Dubuque County Animal Sanctuary, located on the north edge of town.
Dr. Kristy Fineman's face lit up when she saw me walk in the door. Bronwyn and I started volunteering at the shelter the summer after eighth grade. Last year, Dr. Kristy put us on the payroll. It was only ten hours a week at minimum wage, but I loved animals so much that I would’ve continued working for nothing.
"Cady!" The thin woman in a white doctor's coat rounded the corner of the reception desk to draw me into a big hug. Dr. Kristy and her husband, Mark, were both at the funeral, but I hadn’t seen them since. "It's so good to see you!"
"Don't squish my breakfast," I said snatching the paper bag out from between us. "Well, I think I can handle dogs better than my classmates today, so thought I'd come in for a few hours."
Dr. Kristy drew back and checked me over thoughtfully as if I were one of her patients. Faint crow’s feet lined the corners of her eyes; giving the impression her face was a perpetual smile.
"Well, I know Murphy will be glad to see you."
Murphy was a goofy Labrador with large floppy feet and one ear that stuck up in the air. Dr. Kristy’s brother owned him, but he traveled a lot for work, so he kennels Murphy here at the shelter frequently.
"I just want to eat my breakfast, and then I can take a group out for a walk."
"No problem," Dr. Kristy replied, patting my arm. "I have a few appointments this morning, and then Gina is going to assist me on a couple neuters. Sarah will be here soon to watch the desk."
I carried my breakfast into the break room where I poured myself a cup of Columbian brew from the pot on the counter and ate. When I finished, I set out on my rounds of checking the cat cages. I filled food and water dishes, scooped the litter boxes and wiped down the interiors. The kitties wound themselves around my ankles rubbing their faces on my pant legs. I scratched each set of ears before depositing them back into their cages.
When I finished giving the cats some love, I walked out back to the dog kennels. A cacophony of excited barks and whines greeted my arrival. There were two long rows of high-fenced enclosures with metal roofs that rumbled like rocket engines when it rained. The shelter also had indoor kennels for overnights and two large paddocks where dogs could run and play in groups. I walked up and down the row greeting and petting the dogs I recognized and introducing myself to the new arrivals by letting them sniff my fist. Murphy spotted me approaching the enclosure where he lounged with a gray bulldog named Tank and Dr. Kristy’s terrier mutt called Lucy, who came to work with the doc every day. The happy lab leaped to his feet and stood on his hind legs, paws on the fence and tongue dangling happily from his mouth.
"Hey, Murph! How's my boy?" I said as I unlocked the gate and entered the enclosure. The three dogs swarmed around my legs yipping and doing the puppy two-step for attention. I petted each of them in turn, before fastening their leashes and leading them out to the trails behind the shelter.
Dr. Kristy and Mark had inherited the three hundred acre farm a few years back from some relative. Uninterested in farming, they leveled the dilapidated farm buildings, constructed the shelter and clinic, and created walking trails which twisted through the woods and over-grown pasture land.
The three dogs and I strolled along the dirt path, the noise of the forest humming around us. Tank strained at his leash, wanting to chase squirrels, and then pouted when I wouldn't let him loose. As we approached a rocky incline, I scooped up Lucy to carry her. It was then that I discovered something odd.
Running my hand along Lucy's velvet belly, I felt a buzzing coldness radiating out from her compact body. It made my palm prick and tingle. Something tickled in the back of my mind, something bad.
I set the dog down. She stared up at me with her pointed nose. She didn't appear different than she did any other day. Quickly wrapping Murphy’s and Tank's leashes around the branches of a low bush, I knelt down next to Lucy. My fingers trailed the markings of her brindled fur. Just under the ribcage on her right side I felt the hum vibrating strongest. Cold floated up from the spot, so that even with my hand six inches above it, my fingers quivered. Some instinct inside me was telling me the dog was in pain, which made no sense at all. Lucy appeared completely normal. When I touched the cold spot on her side there was something distinctly foreign about whatever was inside of her. That thought nagged at the base of my skull, and I grew anxious.
Cupping Lucy’s muzzle, I stared deep into her golden-brown eyes. They were as clear and bright as any other day, but I was convinced something was gravely wrong. I scooped Lucy up in my arms, yanked the other two leashes free from the bush and rushed the pack back to the clinic.
My chest was huffing and sweat dampened my body by the time I made it to the yard. I'd run most of the way, only slowing enough to accommodate Tank's short stride.
My fingers fumbled with the kennel keys, but the lock clicked open easily. I rushed Tank and Murphy inside, not stopping to remove the leashes from their collars. With Lucy still in my arms, I hurried to find Dr. Kristy.
The doctor had changed into her surgery scrubs and stood in her office going over charts with her assistant, Gina. Their faces shot up in surprise when I bounded into the room holding Lucy out toward them.
"What is it, Cady?" Dr. Kristy asked, her brow heightened in surprise. "Is something wrong?"
I nodded and set Lucy down on her desk. "Feel...her..." I huffed, trying to catch my breath. "Here." I took the doctor's cool hand and placed it on the vibrating spot on the dog's chest. "Do you feel it?"
"Feel what?" she asked. Both doctor and dog stared at me like I was nuts.
"There’s something there. In her chest," I insisted. "Right here!"
Dr. Kristy patted Lucy down, checking her bones, palpitating her organs. "I don't feel anything."
"That's because it's under the rib cage," I explained. "On her lung."
Dr. Kristy exchanged a glance with Gina, who stepped forward and began feeling around also.
"I don't feel anything, either," Gina confirmed.
"Please!" I insisted. "You have to believe me! Something’s in there and it's bad!"
I started pacing in circles, trying to find a way for them to understand. The truth was I didn't know myself how I knew Lucy had a lung problem —I just did. I was as sure of it as I was my own name.
"Cady, maybe you should sit down," Dr. Kristy said in a calm, compassionate voice that agitated my fragile nerves.
"Don't do that!" I pleaded. "Don't patronize me! Don't talk to me like I'm losing it. You know how much I love these animals, right? Do you think I would lie to you? Would I make up something that could be harmful to Lucy?"
Both the doctor and Gina shook their heads.
"Just take some x-rays and look. It doesn't hurt to look."
Dr. Kristy thought about it for a moment before replying, "Okay. I'll take a look. Gina, can you help me check Lucy out?”
I knew she was only doing it to humor me, to appease the grieving girl, but I didn't care. I knew deep down in my gut that there was something in Lucy that shouldn't be there.
The doctor picked the jolly terrier up off the desk. "Cady, you can go back to work. I'll come get you as soon as I finish with Lucy."
I reluctantly returned to the kennel to remove the leashes from Tank and Murphy. In the few minutes that I'd been gone, Tank had managed to drag his through his water bowl, soaking it.
"It's okay, boys," I whispered, patting them both on their sides. "Lucy's going to be okay. Dr. Kristy's on the case."
I tried to busy myself filling water dishes and sweeping out kennels, but my heart wasn’t in it. I wanted to know what was wrong with Lucy. My head snapped up when the clinic door opened. Gina was waving at me.
"Come ‘ere," she called before turning back inside. I dropped the broom to the ground and rushed in to find her and the doctor examining black and white scans against a backlight on the wall.
Dr. Kristy's lips were tight, and a deep line formed between her pencil-thin brows. She cast me an odd glance at my entrance.
"Cady, come look at this," she said, pointing to the picture with the end of a pen.
I stepped forward to see the skeletal outline of Lucy’s torso. The white ribs curved gracefully, protecting the precious cargo within. Even with my un-trained eyes, the white blurry mass in the lower-right lung was obvious. Dr. Kristy's head shook from side to side as if she were having an internal debate and losing.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Some kind of tumor," she answered. Her voice was distracted. After a silent moment, she turned and looked at me with puzzlement. "How did you know Lucy had a tumor on her lung? I didn't notice any symptoms."
My cheeks reddened, and I stared at her blankly. "I don't know. I guess I just...felt it."
"How did you feel it? The mass is beneath the ribs. It’s not detectible from her exterior."
My mouth dropped open dumbly. How could I tell her about the buzzing, about the coldness and the vibrations that apparently only I could feel?
"Gina, can you give us a moment?" the doctor asked, then gestured for me to sit.
Once we were alone, Dr. Kristy slipped her glasses off and gave me that serious expression that adults give when they are trying to get you to level with them.
"I'm just trying to get a better understanding, because without your detection, Lucy might be in serious jeopardy. She still might be, but because of you, at least I know to go in and remove the mass. Cady, can you tell me what exactly you felt?"
Dr. Kristy was the adult I trusted most, even more than my parents sometimes.
"I'm not trying to be difficult, honest. It's just hard for me to describe."
"Can you try?"
I nodded and began to tell her exactly what happened from the time I set off down the trail with the dogs to when I realized something was wrong with Lucy.
"It was like this cold glow that vibrated off of the spot. The feeling would get stronger, more concentrated, the closer my hand got to the bottom of her right lung. Then, some —instinct, maybe? —told me that there was something in her that shouldn't be there. I just knew."
The doctor gazed at me thoughtfully, her head bobbing slowly as she took in my words.
"Has this ever happened before?" she asked.
I shook my head. "No. Never. It was weird."
She sighed. "Well, I need to go help Gina prep for surgery. We have to wait until tomorrow for Lucy, since she’s eaten today. I don’t know how you did it, but thank you."
Dr. Kristy gathered her things and left the office. I sat there chewing my thumb nail down to the quick.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
 
After leaving the shelter, I called my dad to see if Aaron and I could stop by, but there was some sort of crisis on one of his job sites that would keep him working until well into the night. I could tell he felt bad putting me off. We hadn’t spent much time together since the funeral. I suspected he was using work as a distraction from dwelling on his loss. I guess we all cope in our own way. I sent Aaron a text to cancel our plans.
At home, my brother and his friend, Trent, were hanging out in the kitchen waiting for a frozen pizza to heat up in the toaster oven. Aaron sat on top of the counter tossing an oven mitt from hand to hand. They were laughing, a noise which sounded out of place in the House of Gloom.
"Hey," Trent grunted at me when I entered through the back door.
"Hey." I was still keyed up from the Lucy situation and wasn't in the mood to socialize.
So, Aaron was going on with his life. He had the right idea. We would all miss Lony, but tears couldn’t bring her back. Sleeping fifteen hours a day only put off the inevitable. We all had to move on. Faint gray shadows were still visible beneath my brother's blue eyes and his smile still held a fake, plastic-like quality, but it was a smile nonetheless. He was trying.
Up in my bedroom, I decided I would try, too. I put the morning's events out of my mind and went to work catching up on my studies. If I was going to go back to school Monday, I needed to work hard to catch up to the rest of my class. Good thing it was still so early in the school year. I hadn’t missed too many important tests or project deadlines.
I was in the middle of typing a writing assignment when my cell phone rang. I rubbed my eyes, strained from staring at a computer screen in the fading evening light. I flipped on my desk lamp and checked the caller ID. Bronwyn.
“So my parents wanted me to ask you...” she said, her tone dripping with reluctance, “The topic for Youth Group this week is Placing Your Sorrow on Jesus, like about dealing with grief when you lose a loved one, and they want me to invite you to come. There will be a guest speaker from Grace Christian who’ll be talking about the loss of his daughter from cancer and then a group discussion.”
“I don’t know, Bron,” I sighed and tried my best to be polite. “You know how I am about the religious stuff. And I’m not sure I want to work on my grief issues in a room with a bunch of kids I don’t know.”
“Oh, you are already going to a support group meeting up at the hospital? Too bad they meet on the same night.”
Ah, I get it. One or both of her parents were standing over her making her call me. This kind of thing happened a couple of times a year, usually to invite me to a Youth Group social function or to a church service they thought might be of particular interest to me. Her parents felt it was the duty of all true Christians to “shepherd non-believers into the loving arms of the Lord” or some crap like that. As if for every person you converted you got bonus points on God’s Great Scoreboard. I don’t know, maybe they would win some prize when they got to heaven like a golden harp or a cloud with a view of the Grand Canyon. Being such a good friend, I decided to mess with her.
“Sure, Bron, I’d love to attend! I’ll wear my leather teddy and carry a riding crop. Think a studded dog collar would be too much?”
There was a slight pause before she replied, “It’s okay if you break down and cry. That’s what support groups are for. I’m sure no one will fault you for getting snot all over your sleeve.” I heard a murmured hiss in the background telling her to be more sensitive. I laughed.
“They say emotional trauma can cause teens to act out in inappropriate ways, but I would have given the football team blow jobs anyway. After all, they did beat Davenport last week.”
Bronwyn made a choking sound like she swallowed a laugh and quickly covered it with a fake cough. “Well, okay, Cady, I’ll talk to you tomorrow then. Bye.”
I hung up the phone, my grin fading. I missed my best friend. The few times I saw her since the accident, her discomfort had been obvious. Bronwyn was great listener, but not so great at knowing what to say in awkward situations. I guess talking to me qualified as awkward now.
I opened a new window on my screen, and signed into Facebook. I’d been avoiding social media since the accident because I didn’t really want to read the outpouring of sympathy from my classmates on my Facebook wall. It’s not that I didn’t appreciate the thoughts, I just couldn’t deal with it all yet. A couple of days after the accident I posted a short thank you, and hadn’t looked at it since. I wondered what the protocol was for deleting Lony’s page. I could probably do it myself. She had never been very creative with passwords, and I’m sure I’d be able to hack it inside of five minutes, but was that right? Maybe Facebook has some sort of death cancellation policy where my parents could call them to delete the account.
Once Facebook loaded, I clicked over to Bronwyn’s wall and left a message for her to meet me after she got off school tomorrow. It was time for me to start getting out of the house more.
That night as I was changing into my pj's for bed, Bryan phoned. Three nights in a row? He asked me about my day, and without planning to, I began telling him the story of Lucy and the mass in her lung.
"Are you sure you didn't feel a lump or something? Maybe something small enough that the doctor didn't notice?"
"I'm sure," I insisted. "It wasn't a lump at all. It was a vibration. And cold. You know, way cooler than the other skin around it. I thought I could hear it, too, but now I'm not so sure that part wasn't my imagination."
"Hmmm..." he pondered. "Maybe the mass inside the dog isn't a tumor at all, but an object. It might be radiating something, or you might have felt a magnetic pull. Were you wearing any metallic jewelry on your hands?"
"No. I didn't have jewelry on at all. Not even earrings."
"And the vet is going to let you know what she finds?"
"Yeah. Dr. Kristy promised to call right after the surgery. I thought about going out there, but I have my appointment in the afternoon."
"Ah, the therapist... You sure you don't need a ride?"
"I'm sure," I said with a smile. "Bryan, you don't have to be so nice to me just because my sister died. I mean, I appreciate your help and concern. You're about the only person I can really talk to right now, but I don't want you to go out of your way because you think you have to take care of me."
"Do you really think I'm just being nice to you because your sister died?"
The way he said it made me feel badly for even bringing it up. "I guess not. But...well...why are you being so nice to me? There are a lot of other kids in the school that you could be friends with who would be much better company than I am right now."
"I don't want other company. I want your company."
My breath caught in my chest and my brain froze for a comeback.
"I'll have my cell with me all day tomorrow,” he continued. “If you want to get a hold of me during school, just text, all right? I'll talk to you soon. Sweet dreams."
I held the phone to my chest long after the line disconnected.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
 
By the time Dr. Kristy phoned at noon the next day, I’d caught my school work up in three subjects and was feeling pretty good. Hearing the doctor's voice —a mixture of intelligence and bedside kindness, which she used even when having the most mundane of conversations —brought back my concern for the little dog.
"How is she? How’s Lucy?" I asked, my voice cracking a bit.
"Lucy's going to be just fine. She's still groggy from the anesthesia, and she'll have to wear an e-collar on her neck for the next couple of weeks, but she should be up and running around in no time."
"What was it?"
"Well, there was a mass on her right lung. I was able to remove it completely. I'll have to wait for the pathology to be completed before we’ll know if it was malignant or benign, but I have high hopes. Lucy is only three years old, so even if it’s cancer and we have to do chemo, she has a very good chance at a normal life."
A bit of the weight resting on my shoulders lifted.
"Cady," Dr. Kristy's tone turned hesitant, "I still would like to know how you were able to feel the tumor. Mark and I are going to do some research on it. I hope you don't mind."
"Not at all. I'm curious too. Nothing like that has ever happened to me before."
"Good. I'll let you know what we come up with."
After hanging up the phone, I showered and got ready for my appointment. What did one wear to see a psychologist? Would the doctor form opinions about me based on my clothing choices? You know, some sort of fashion Rorschach test? I wished I knew what kind of clothes crazy people wore so I could avoid them. I decided to go as safe as possible —dark jeans, an olive-green sweater and my hair slicked back into a ponytail.
When I finished, I walked quietly down the hallway to my mother's bedroom. If she wanted to go with me to my appointment, she’d have to start getting ready. I rapped at the door softly.
"Mom?" I called. There was no answer. "Mom, are you coming to my appointment with me?"
"Wha...?" she said groggily.
I opened the door and stepped inside. "Mom, if you want to come with me to the grief therapist —" I couldn't finish my thought. Sadness dropped on me like an iron anvil falling on Wile E. Coyote in the old Looney Tunes cartoons. My palms went clammy and my pulse jumped. My heart broke in my chest all over again. I rubbed my eyes to keep the tears from spouting.
With great effort, my mother propped herself up on the edge of the bed. Her hair was a nest of tangles, greasy from lack of washing. On her night stand were several prescription bottles and an empty bottle of Gray Goose vodka. Not. Good. The room stunk of neglect and depression. What was it about this room that sent me into an emotional spiral? I’d felt fine two minutes ago. Now, I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking.
"Cady, hun, can you run a bath for me?" my mom asked. She was bent at the waist with her elbows propped on her knees. She rubbed her eyes with her fists so hard I worried for her corneas.
Steeling my shoulders, I pushed through the gloom. I didn't have time today for a breakdown. Forcing one reluctant foot in front of the other, I made my way to the bathroom. I plugged the tub and turned on the hot water, dumping a heaping dose of bubble bath into the swirling water, sending the scent of cucumber and melon swirling around the room with the steam.
I sat down on the closed toilet lid. The gloom was less intense in here, but no less depressing. Dirty pajamas and underwear were balled up in a heap behind the door. The towels were soiled and spots of water dotted on the mirror. These things just didn't happen in my mother's house.
Crossing over to the linen closet, I found a set of fresh towels and replaced the ones on the rack. I then scooped up the dirty laundry and piled it in the hamper, squishing it all in to fit. When we were expecting company or planning for an occasion, my mother occasionally would hire a maid to come in to clean. She received a discount because she referred the maid service to her clients for their open houses. I made a mental note to look up the woman's name in Mom's planner and have her come in, at least until Mom was back to functioning like a normal adult.
I blew my nose on a wad of toilet paper and took a couple of deep breaths.
"Mom," I said, leaving the bathroom. "I'll make some sandwiches for lunch. You should eat something. You look like you've lost twenty pounds."
She stood in front of her dresser, fingering a pair of socks like she couldn't figure out what they were for.
"Do you need any help?" I offered.
She looked up at me as if seeing me for the first time. Lately, that was how she always looked at me. "Oh... no. I'll be down soon."
"Don't forget the bath water. It's still running, and you don't want it to overflow."
She nodded, selected a pair of socks and closed the drawer.
By the time I reached the kitchen, my sadness had begun to abate. Maybe it was just the horror of my mother's depression that was triggering it. She was supposed to be seeing a therapist as well. She'd gone to two appointments so far, one while I was still in the hospital. Obviously, it wasn't working.
I slapped together a couple of double-decker PB&J's and set them on the table with an open bag of potato chips. I was almost done eating by the time Mom stumbled down the steps dressed semi-normally in wrinkled slacks and a sweater which fit her fine a few weeks ago, but hung on her now. Her breasts had shrunk so much, they were practically invisible under the fabric.
Just being in her presence filled my mind with grief. The strange thing was I'd thought I was getting better...or at least making some progress. I no longer slept all day, I was dressing in regular clothes rather than lounging in pajamas, I even went for stretches of time without thinking about Lony, not that she was ever very far from my thoughts. But seeing Mom set something off in me, triggering the sorrow to bubble back up.
I got up to wash the dishes so I didn't have to watch her nibbling at her sandwich with squirrel bites. We didn't talk.
I ended up driving us to the appointment in her BMW. She never mentioned that she was too impaired by pills to drive. She simply handed me the keys and climbed in the passenger side without a word.
We pulled into the parking lot of a new office building on the west side of town. My father's company had constructed the building only a year before. As with many of the buildings and homes he’d built, I couldn't look at it without pride catching in my throat.
Speaking of my dad...across the parking lot, he leaned against his work truck, talking to someone through his bluetooth. I didn’t know he was coming, but the pleasure at seeing him improved my melancholy. Mom didn’t have quite the same reaction.
"Julia," my father greeted with a bob of the head. He'd been calling the house every night to check in with Aaron and me, but Mom refused to speak to him.
With her lips pursed tightly, Mom wound her arm around my shoulders possessively and said, "Tim. We didn't expect to see you here. Do you have an appointment also?"
"Well, no, Julia, I'm here to support our daughter."
I hated this tension. It was so thick I was suffocating.
"Let's just go inside," I suggested, stalking off and not caring if they followed or not. I was so sick of the fighting. You'd think they could be a little kinder to each other in light of their daughter’s death, but instead, the accident seemed to sever any lingering ties there might have been between them.
We entered the waiting room. Mom notified the receptionist we were here, then settled into a chair and roughly flipped through the pages of an outdated issue of Glamour.
Dad blew out a long breath of air and took the seat opposite her. He glanced at the magazines on the coffee table, but didn't see anything of interest. I gave him a weak smile which he returned just as weakly.
"Arcadia Day?" a woman called from the doorway leading back to the doctor's offices. All three of us stood and followed her down the hall where she invited us to sit on a couch in a comfortable looking office with purple walls and a stack of toys on the floor in the corner.
"It’s nice to meet you, Arcadia. I'm Dr. Carrick, but you may call me Elaine. I like to keep things informal in this room. I find it helps us to get to know each other."
Elaine had one of those unfortunate faces with a weak chin overshadowed by a large overbite. Her nose pointed long and straight like a beak. Her eyes were soft and gentle though, the kind that might belong to a priest or grandmother in some movie where things were stereotypical and perfect.
"It's Cady," I said. "Arcadia is also too formal."
Elaine smiled and talked to my parents for a few minutes about what the goals were for my treatment and what they wanted me to get out of it. When that was done, she excused them to wait for me back in the other room.
The soft click of the door closing behind them brought back my nervousness. Sitting in a room with a shrink makes a person self-conscious. I stopped picking at my cuticles and folded my hands in my lap.
"So, Cady," she began. "Why don't you tell me about how you’ve been since your sister's death. I understand you were in the hospital also."
Elaine was very easy to talk to, but I wasn't sure how much I trusted her. I started telling her about how each person in the family was dealing, omitting the part about my mother's drug stupors. I told her about my attempt to go back to school, but glossed over the details as to why I felt I had to leave after one class. Before I knew it, the hour passed, and I left with an appointment for the next week.
As we were leaving, Dad asked if I wanted to have a late lunch with him. I knew I shouldn't let my mom drive herself home, and besides, I had plans to meet with Bronwyn. The glint in his eyes dimmed when I asked for a rain check, making me feel both guilty and sad at the same time. He gave me a tight hug before climbing into his truck and driving away.
Mother was quiet in the car on the way home. Elaine had stressed during our session the importance of maintaining an open dialog with people to prevent feeling alone in my grief. I figured that was Mom's problem. She hadn't been dialoging with anyone except Prince Valium. Since I had her captive, I decided to confront her.
"Mom, I'm worried about you."
I felt her stiffen in the seat beside me, but she didn't say anything in response.
"I was thinking that until you’re feeling better, maybe we could have that maid come in a couple times a week. I know how an ordered house always makes you happy."
Mom stared out the window a long moment before answering.
"Happy," she whispered as if it were a new vocabulary word that she was trying out on her tongue for the first time.
"Well?" I asked.
She sighed, "I guess.”
Silence again.
“So,” I said, grasping for something to say that might draw her out of her shell. “Aaron went back to school this week, and I’m going to go back on Monday. I’m almost caught up on the assignments that I missed.”
Saying nothing, Mom pulled her sunglasses out of her Coach bag and shoved them on her face —the universal sign that a person does not wish to converse. Whatever. I focused back on the road.
“Swing in there, will you?" She gestured suddenly toward the Hy-Vee grocery store.
I braked hard in order to make the quick turn. The car was barely in park before Mom snapped open her seatbelt and flung the door open, narrowly missing hitting the side mirror on the Jeep parked beside us.
“Wait,” I said, flipping the ignition off. “I’ll go with you.”
“Stay here,” Mom snapped, closing the door hard behind her.
I watched her walk across the lot to the door, her gait slightly off. A few minutes later, she returned with a brown sack. The bag clinked as Mom slipped into the passenger seat and set it between her feet on the floor. I leaned over to peer into the top and saw at least four large bottles of alcohol and a small bag from the store’s pharmacy.
“Let’s go,” Mom said, clicking her belt back into place.
I started the car and drove home, gritting my teeth the whole way.
The last thing my mother needed was more drugs and alcohol. Even if her doctor didn’t know she was mixing, what kind of doctor prescribed that much medication to a woman who had nothing physically wrong with her? I mean, yes, her daughter died. It sucked. But it’s not like if she slept long enough the sadness would magically disappear. My grip tightened on the steering wheel.
As we rounded past the high school, a thought occurred to me. Was it possible Mom was using more than one doctor to prescribe all of these drugs? There had to have been four orange pill bottles on her night stand this morning and a few more on the bathroom counter. As far as I knew, she hadn’t been on any medication prior to the accident. That was a lot of bottles to accumulate in only a couple weeks.
Multiple doctors required the use of multiple pharmacies, right? Otherwise, the pharmacist would notice a person was being over-prescribed. I thought about this a moment. When I’d had bronchitis last year, Mom filled my antibiotics at the drug store next to the hospital. I’m pretty sure that was where she sent Lony to get her birth control pills too. I remember because she and Lony had gotten into an epic argument in the pharmacy parking lot while I sat captive in the backseat. Lony kept complaining that she didn’t want to take pills that would make her fat when she and Cane weren’t even having sex, but Mom had insisted on taking precautions. Yes, it was definitely the other store, not the one in Hy-Vee.
My skin paled as I began to realize my mother’s problem was bigger than I’d thought.
 



 
Chapter 13
 
 
I knew I should tell Aaron and my dad about my suspicions of Mom’s drug use, but that would have to wait.
Shortly after arriving home, Bronwyn picked me up in her mother’s minivan and we headed to Culver’s. We were both completely in love with their mashed potatoes. She also ordered a burger, and I a grilled cheese sandwich. We slid into the corner booth where she began filling me in on school.
“I should probably warn you,” Bronwyn said, stirring her gravy into her potatoes. “The cheerleaders want to put together some kind of tribute to Lony during the half-time show of the Homecoming football game.
“I don’t care. It’s not like I’m going to go to the game. Oh, crap! I can’t believe I flipped out over a stupid locker memorial. Everyone must think I’m insane,” I moaned, leaning my head on my hands.
“It’s okay, Cady. No one blames you for it. Honestly, they stopped talking about it already. You’ve been replaced in the gossip chain…Sarah Conlin got knocked up by Chad Buss.”
“For real?” I exclaimed. Sarah Conlin was the most popular girl in the sophomore class and the mayor’s daughter. Chad Buss was a goofy looking senior with only a double-digit IQ.
“Yeah, they’re neighbors, and I guess they’ve been fooling around in secret for a while. Now that she can’t hide the evidence, Chad’s been bragging about it all over the school.”
“God, I can’t imagine being pregnant at fifteen! I sort of feel sorry for her, but seriously, who doesn’t know about condoms these days?”
“My parents probably think I don’t,” she said with a chuckle.
I grinned.
“So…how are you feeling?” Bronwyn asked.
I held a spoon heaping with potatoes and gravy in front of me, turned it over and watch the contents plop back into the cardboard container.
“I don’t know. I mean, sometimes it seems to be getting a little easier, but then something will remind me of Lony and it all comes back. My mother is a completely different person. I can’t be near her without getting completely bummed out.”
She nodded and sipped from her Dr. Pepper.
“I’ve been trying to get out of the house a little more. Actually…there’s this new kid at school…Bryan Sullivan? I met him right before Lony died. Anyway, he’s sort of been helping me a lot.”
My friend’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What do you mean by helping?”
I filled her in about Bryan’s brother passing away and how he’d started calling me. I even told her about him being there for me the morning I tried to come back to school.
“So, do you like him? I mean, like a boyfriend?”
I blushed deeply and played in the mashed potatoes with my spoon. “I don’t know. He’s really a good guy. Cute. Seems smart. Plays guitar which is totally cool. But, I don’t know, it’s just not a good time for me right now to think about boys like that.”
She agreed. “I bet it’s nice to have someone to talk to who’s been through it.”
“Yeah… Oh, hey! You didn’t work at the shelter yesterday did you?”
“No. I’m not scheduled until Saturday morning. Why?”
I told her about finding the tumor in Lucy’s chest. I figured she’d hear about it from Gina or someone eventually.
“Weird,” she said, with a hint of skepticism creeping into her voice. “There has to be an explanation for it.”
“I know, but I don’t know what it could be. Maybe Dr. Kristy will figure something out.”
We finished our food and dumped the garbage in the trash can. We had time to kill before she had to go to church, so we stopped by the music store in the mall. As I was thumbing through the rack of t-shirts, I found one with two cartoon guys paddling a canoe down a river. The caption above the first guy’s head read, “Paddle faster. I hear banjos.” I bought one for Bryan, getting the guy behind the counter to help me guess the right size.
After leaving the store, I began to worry that Bryan would find my buying him a gift weird. I almost turned back to return it, but I decided to hold on to it and give it to him only if the right time came. If I chickened out, I could always give it to Aaron for Christmas.
Bronwyn dropped me on the curb outside my house. The evening air took on an autumn chill as night descended. My house was dark and foreboding. I checked the time on my cell phone. Only 6:20. The thought of spending the long evening in the House of Horrors made my stomach sick. I mentally ticked through my options then flicked out my cell phone to call my dad.
“Hi, honey,” Dad greeted when he picked up. “What’s up?”
“Um…I was wondering if I could come by and see your place.”
“Sure! Come on over. Want me to order some Chinese for us?”
I wasn’t that hungry since I’d eaten at Culvers only a couple hours earlier, but Dad sounded so happy by my visit, I told him to order me a couple veggie eggrolls.
When I hung up, I went straight to my car parked across the street, without stopping in the house first.
 
I parked behind my father’s truck in front of the brick eight-plex apartment building. My parents own a few different rental properties around town. Mom would find deals on investment property and Dad would fix the places up, so they could sell them for a profit. When the real estate market tanked a couple of years ago, they decided to hold onto the places they owned and rent them out, rather than take a loss on the sales. They purchased this particular building the summer after I finished eighth grade. My dad paid us kids to paint all eight apartments and hallways. I didn’t get that smell off of my hands all summer.
I rang the bell, and Dad buzzed me in.
“I’ll get you a key made next time I go to Menards,” Dad said as he opened the door for me.
I stepped inside and glanced around. “Still living in boxes?”
Cardboard U-Haul boxes stood stacked like skyscrapers around the apartment creating a skyline effect in the living room. The only thing that appeared to be put away was his extensive DVD collection which consisted of every John Wayne, Clint Eastwood and Al Pacino movie ever made.
Dad grinned guiltily, running his hand through his thinning hair. “Guess I just haven’t had time to deal with unpacking yet.”
I shrugged off my jean jacket and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair. I recognized the oak dining set from my Grandma Nora’s house before she moved to Arizona a few years ago. When she left Iowa for a tiny condo in Scottsdale, she’d put most of the furniture from her large family-sized home into storage.
“Food will be here any minute,” Dad said. “Have a seat.”
I followed him over to the couch where I snuggled in and put my feet up. The comfortable sectional was also a relic from my Grandma’s home. It was strange to think that my dad lived here in this place. It was all just...too bare. All of the walls were off-white and the carpets beige. Hotel rooms have more personality than this place.
“So…” I said, feeling rather awkward and knowing he did, too, “maybe after we eat, we could get to work on fixing this place up.”
Dad nodded. “I was thinking, you know, if you want, we could fix up one of the bedrooms for you. It would probably have to be the small one, because Aaron may be moving in and if he does, he’ll want the bigger room. You know, living here full time.”
I nodded. “Aaron told me he wanted to move with you. Has he talked to Mom about it yet?”
Dad shook his head, “Don’t think so.” After a pause he added, “How is Mom anyway? She looked pretty rough today.” This trial separation was something they both wanted, but the tone of his voice made it clear he was still genuinely concerned about her.
I debated about what to say. If I told him the truth, that Mom was turning into a junkie hermit, would that be disloyal to her? But what if protecting her was actually a bad thing? I decided to just be honest.
“She almost never leaves her room, Dad. She drinks alcohol and takes pills and sleeps like fifteen hours a day.” I didn’t mention my suspicion about her using multiple doctors. I didn’t want to accuse her without concrete proof. I’d wait until I had a chance to take a look at those pill bottles. The prescribing doctor’s name should be on them.
Dad drew in a sharp breath, but he didn’t really look all that surprised. “Yeah, Aaron mentioned she was taking things pretty hard. Maybe —”
His thought was cut off by the tinny ringing of the doorbell. The food arrived. Dad took care of paying the delivery boy and brought the bag with him into the living room. I grabbed us two cans of soda from the fridge while he divided out the white take-out boxes between us.
I opened mine and let the steam escape from my egg rolls. Dad ripped into a package of chop sticks and began attacking his shrimp with lobster sauce. I picked up one of the crispy rolls and took a bite.
“Aw, man,” I cried as I dropped my egg roll back into the box and scrambled for the can of soda. My tongue juggled the chunk of egg roll around my mouth, trying to keep it from burning my tongue into a melted lump of flesh. The cold Pepsi washed through my mouth like heaven.
“Careful there,” Dad warned too late.
I set the food carton down on the end table. “I’ll just give that a minute.”
Something was off in the room, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. The temperature seemed normal, but cool breezes kept brushing my skin. The ceiling fan above me was off and none of the windows were open. Something else about the room was making me uneasy, worried. I pulled my sleeves down over my hands and crossed my arms in front of my middle.
“So,” Dad said, concern clouding his expression, “about your mother...I know you’re worried about her. I am too. Just because things aren’t working out so well with us right now, doesn’t mean that I don’t love her. What I’m trying to say here is that if you want me to —I don’t know —take some action, I will.”
My eyes narrowed, not sure whether I liked the sound of that. “What do you mean?” I asked.
“Well,” he said, setting his dinner down. “To be honest, my instincts are to give her some time and let her ride this out. Losing Lony…well, it’s been hell for all of us. I’m doing the best I can here, and I’m sure your mother is to, but if you think you might be in any…I don’t know…danger or something…”
“She’s not dangerous to anyone but herself, Dad.”
He nodded. He let out a relieved sigh, and with it, a breeze, slightly warmer than the room, touched my face.
“But I am worried about her,” I continued. “She’s mixing booze with those pills. That can’t be good. She stays in her pajamas all day and ignores the calls on her cell phone.”
Dad’s relief was short lived. He reached his hand up to rub the back of his neck. The coolness to the breeze was back.
“Do you feel that? That breeze? Where is it coming from?”
Dad held his hand up to check the air. “I don’t feel any breeze.” He shook his head and continued, “Well, I don’t think I can help your mother right now. She won’t even talk to me. Nora can’t do much to help in Scottsdale. Think I should go have a talk with her therapist?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. What about Aunt Tina? I know she’s your sister, but she and Mom have always been close.”
Dad nodded, contemplating that option. “We could try it. I’ll give Tina a call tomorrow. Just to be safe, I’ll call her doctor, too. He needs to know that she’s mixing her meds with alcohol.”
Part of me felt badly for telling on my mother. When I was a kid, I once got in trouble for telling a neighbor girl that Mom made Dad sleep on the couch after they had a particularly bad argument. Mom sat me down and lectured me on what happens in our house is no one else’s business, and I was not to tell tales about my parents to the neighbors. I had to wonder if this rule now applied to my father now that he no longer lived with us. I picked up my egg roll, now sufficiently cooled off, and began nibbling away.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
 
By Sunday morning, I’d gotten almost all of my homework caught up. Late in the afternoon, Bryan called to see if I wanted to do something. He picked me up in his car and we drove down to the river. Following alongside the Mississippi is a flood wall with a path on top where people can ride their bikes or walk. The tree leaves on the Wisconsin side of the river were just beginning to turn color. Bryan bought us ice cream cones at a stand, butter pecan for him and cookie dough for me. We ate them while we strolled along the path.
“You’re not scared to go back to school tomorrow, are you?”
I shook my head. “No, not really. It can’t be any more of a disaster than Tuesday.”
“School was hard on me after Jesse died, but I got through it, and so will you.”
Ever since he told me about his brother and that he had the same disease, I’d been waiting for an opportunity to ask him some questions. “Bryan, can I ask you something? It’s kind of personal, so if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s cool.”
“Go ahead. Ask.” He picked a stone up off of the cement and tossed it out into the river where it sunk with a splash.
“Well, I’ve been thinking about what you told me…that you have that blood disease, too. Are you like…worried or anything? Like what if it was you?”
“Yeah, I guess so,” he answered, then paused to lick the dripping ice cream off the side of his cone. “I mean, I’ve thought about it my whole life. My mother was insanely over-protective of both of us, especially when we were little. She actually homeschooled us until seventh grade because she was afraid we’d get hurt at recess or play too roughly with the other kids. Sometimes, it was hard to forget we were different.”
“Wow. So she finally let you go to regular school?”
“Jesse used to beg our parents to let him go to school with the other kids. When he was fourteen and I was twelve, they finally caved, but we weren’t allowed to take gym class or do sports.”
“Wish I could get out of gym class,” I muttered.
He grinned. “I may not have had to go to gym, but gym teachers have always found other ways to torture me, like writing essays on basketball theory or the history of physical education. Did you know the Victorians used to think allowing women to play sports was inhumane due to their delicate constitutions?”
“I think it’s inhumane to make us all change clothes in the same room.”
Bryan chuckled. “So, to answer your question about whether I worry about death, the answer is yes…and no. I’ve lived with the possibility of death for as long as I can remember. I guess I’m sort of used to it. I try to remember that with treatment and a lot of caution, I could live a fairly normal life. But I’d be lying if I said there weren’t times —especially after Jesse died —where I didn’t feel the weight of it, you know?”
Not knowing what else to say, the best I could come up with was, “Um…I’m sorry. I mean, sorry that you have to live with this. So, like the disease…it is treatable, right?”
“Yeah. I take medication every day which has clotting factors in it. If a bleed happens, that’ll help, or at least buy time for me to get to the hospital.”
We sat down on a bench and watched a group of ducks bobbing along the shoreline. “Do you have bleeds very often?”
He shrugged. “Well, as much as my mother would like to completely encase me in Nerf, it’s impossible not to. Jesse and I were more careful with each other than most brothers, but we’d still fight. When I was six, he threw a Hot Wheels car at me and cut my forehead open. I was in the hospital for a week. I also had some joint bleeding when I hit my big growth spurt freshman year. Most people don’t realize that your joints are prone to bleeds. I guess growing seven inches in a year put stress on my knees, because they would ache and bruise up. Eventually, the pain went away, but the doctor says I might develop arthritis in them someday.”
“How old were you when you got this?”
“I was born with it, but didn’t start developing the symptoms for a few years. My mom was pregnant with me when Jesse was diagnosed. They knew I’d probably have it, too, so they banked my cord blood and had me tested right away.”
“How scary for your parents! It must suck to have this happen to both of your kids.”
“Yeah, I think my mom wanted more children, but they decided to stop after me. If she’d have had a girl, the baby would’ve been fine, but there’s no way to guarantee.”
I didn’t say anything, just wound a lock of my hair around and around my index finger. I loved the idea of having a ton of kids someday, and thinking about what Bryan’s mom must have gone through made me sad. We nibbled our cones in silence.
“Well, I guess we better go,” Bryan said. “I have a chemistry assignment to finish tonight.”
“Yeah, sure.” I popped the last bite into my mouth and wiped my fingers on a paper napkin before stuffing it into my pocket.
On the way home, I snuck a couple of glances at Bryan as he drove. We’d gotten pretty close in the time since Lony’s death. And those black glasses that he drove with did things to his dark eyes that made my insides squirm. It was probably wrong for me to choose this time to develop my first real crush. (I’m not counting the unrequited love I have for Orlando Bloom.) Was there an appropriate amount of time a person had to mourn before they were allowed to move forward with their life? My guilt felt like a lead helmet on my head…two sizes too small.
How would Lony have dealt with it if our situations were reversed? If I was the one who died, leaving her behind? She already had Cane, so it’s not like she would’ve stopped dating him just because of me. She also had a talent for selective thinking, not spending too much time on topics which depress her. Lony would have gone back to school last week when Aaron did. She probably would’ve roped her friends into putting together a memorial for me at the school, rather than ripping one down.
So, maybe I shouldn’t feel too badly about my feelings for Bryan. I couldn’t help the timing…heck, if it hadn’t been for Lony’s death, he probably would have never reached out to me.
 



 
Chapter 15
 
 
“You can do this,” I whispered to myself. “It’s no big deal.”
I walked purposefully up the front steps of the high school, holding my worn —and newly mended —backpack like a shield. Ice water pumped through my veins, my body’s reaction to the dozens of eyes following me down the hall. I wasn’t being paranoid. The quick glances away when I looked up were proof enough.
The funny thing was I wasn’t nervous at all about going to school that morning. I was actually looking forward to getting back to a routine. But once I entered the crowd of students, my stomach tensed up into one big knot and my skin grew damp with cold sweat. In fact, it was the most curious case of nerves I’ve ever felt; a mixed up cornucopia of emotions…excitement, joy, anger, fear. The walls of the hallway seemed barely strong enough to contain it all.
As I rounded the corner, there was Bryan, leaning up against the wall by my first hour government class, his attention on the battered Dean Koontz novel in his hands. I slowed my gait, pleased to watch him without notice. My pulse quickened and almost made me forget about the rest of the crowd. The intense gaze of his dark brown eyes seemed as if it might set the book on fire. Absently, he teethed his lower lip, drawing my attention to its full redness. His thick hair stood up funny in the back and he’d neglected to fasten the bottom button on his shirt, but to me, he looked perfect.
Jeez, Cady. Stop being so sappy.
“Hey,” I said as I walked up beside him, trying my best to portray nonchalance.
Bryan startled at my voice, but then broke out into a big toothy grin. “Hey.”
A boy trying to get into his locker nudged me over so my arm brushed up against Bryan’s. Bryan could have stepped over, putting space between us, but he didn’t. I’m not sure what it was about being near him, but those crazy mixed-up emotions faded, giving way to a relaxing calm.
“Are you all set to give it another go?” he asked.
I nodded. “I’m ready. I think.”
“Good.”
There was a slight rosiness to his cheeks which brightened up his pale complexion. Not a blemish on him. I pretended to bite my thumb nail in order to hide the zit which had poked out on my chin during the night.
“Well, I better get inside,” I said, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do.
Bryan touched his hand to my shoulder for one brief moment and replied, “Yeah, I have to go, too. I just wanted to make sure you were all right. My phone’s on vibrate, so if you need anything, text me.” His hand patted the pocket where his cell phone snuggled against his heart.
As he strode away, I felt that strange tangle of emotions flood back. I clenched my jaw and entered the classroom just as the final bell rang.
I gave a hesitant smile to a few of those offering sympathetic looks as I walked to my seat. A feeling of deja vu came over me. Like the week before, my nerves felt like violin strings wound too tightly. I missed my name during roll call and the girl behind me had to poke me in the shoulder. My body temperature rose and I bit down on the end of my pen until my teeth left jagged marks.
Mr. Steele popped in a video on voting during the civil rights era and shut out the lights. I used the cover of darkness to get a hold of myself. Examining my emotions more closely, I realized that it wasn’t all nervousness I felt, but a whole tornado of feelings at once —some of which didn’t even make sense. There was frustration with my parents, anxiety over some big test which I wasn’t prepared for, the triumph of first love. None of these emotions felt like they belonged to me, yet there they were, taking up residence in my mind.
I squeezed my eyes shut. The air in the classroom was thick with invisible smoke which clawed at my throat. I wanted to jump out of my seat and leave, but I couldn’t risk another outburst like the previous week. Instead, I took some deep yoga breaths and tried to get a handle on myself.
When the video ended, Mr. Steele began asking questions to stimulate a discussion. I watched the final ten minutes tick off the clock and prayed he wouldn’t call on me. He didn’t. When the bell rang, I was out the door and halfway down the hall before most kids had a chance to gather up their books.
My next few classes were repeats of government. During third period gym, Coach Davis pulled me aside to talk about cross country. I hadn’t run in weeks, and honestly, I hadn’t given any thought to the meets I’d missed. Coach suggested that I withdraw for the rest of the season. I just nodded and wandered back to our dodgeball game. I knew I should be more upset about it. I loved running. But I couldn’t muster up the energy to care about things like after school sports.
By the time I entered the cafeteria and sought out my usual table with Bronwyn and Shawn, my belly was all knotted up and I was wiped out.
My friends looked at me strangely when I sat down.
“Not eating today?” Shawn asked.
I shook my head no. “Not hungry.”
Bronwyn’s eyes crinkled with concern. “How are you holding up?”
I gave a one-shoulder shrug. How could I explain the weird feelings I was having when I didn’t understand them myself? “Okay, I guess.”
Shawn popped open a can of Pepsi and sucked the foam off the top with a slurp.
“Are you feeling okay?” Bronwyn prodded with concern. “You look kind of pale.”
I waved my hand in the air like she was making a big deal out of nothing and plastered a fake grin on my lips which I hoped was passable. “I’m fine. Just feeling a bit out of the loop. Why don’t you fill me in on what’s been going on around here?”
Shawn took the hint before Bronwyn did and began to tell me about how he’d been cast as Sky Masterson in the fall musical, Guys and Dolls. I wasn’t surprised he’d gotten the lead. Shawn had a baritone singing voice that could cause the hair to rise on your arms, and he was a natural comedian on stage. I focused on his crazy story about something that had happened in rehearsal, and that quieted the flurry of emotions in my gut somewhat.
A throat cleared behind me and a light touch fell on my shoulder. I spun around to see Bryan holding his lunch tray. “Mind if I join you?” The uneasiness on his face looked as if he were expecting me to say no.
“Of course not.” I scooted over to make room for him on the bench beside me, but it was a tight fit between us and a group of sophomores sharing the long table.
Shawn jutted his hand out and introduced himself and Bronwyn. She flashed me a knowing look and a grin which caused heat to wash over my face.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” Bronwyn said. “Cady was telling me what a big help you have been for her these last couple of weeks.”
Bryan’s eyes lit up at the compliment, and I didn’t know whether or not to be embarrassed to have been caught talking about him. The denim of his black jeans rested lightly against my thigh, and it was all I could do not to press closer against him. The strange emotions rolling through me began to be replaced with a calm happiness.
“Bryan just moved here from Oregon,” I said, trying to make conversation. This led to a discussion on how lame Dubuque must be after living in a big city like Portland. To our surprise, Bryan claimed to like it here.
“Don’t get me wrong,” he explained. “Portland is great and there is always lots to do, but I’m starting to get used to being in a city where I can get from one end to the other in less than a half hour and without ending up in a traffic jam. Before moving here, I thought it was going to be all cows and country music.”
My friends and I groaned with the Iowa stereotype.
“But it’s not like that here at all.”
Shawn raised his right hand in oath, “I swear I have never milked a cow in my life.”
Bronwyn giggled. “That’s because you’re scared of them!”
“Hey,” he protested. “Those things are huge compared with a ten-year-old!”
“We went to a farm for a field trip in fourth grade, and Shawn literally squealed when a cow walked up behind him,” she explained.
“It had this evil look in its eye,” Shawn claimed. “I think it had mad cow disease or rabies or something.”
“Oh, the Mad Rabid Cow of Iowa!” I exclaimed laughing. “Stop talking about it, or you’ll scare Bryan away.” It had been so long since I really laughed, and it felt wonderful.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed someone looking in my direction. Cane Matthews stood a few tables over holding his tray of food in one hand and a bottle of Vitamin water in the other. His glare turned my blood to ice water, halting my giggles instantly.
Shawn followed my gaze. “What’s his problem?” he asked.
I shrugged and stared down at the table.
Bryan’s gaze narrowed in on Cane, and he leaned a little bit closer to me.
“It must be hard on him to see Cady,” Bronwyn answered. “She’s like a living reminder of Lony.”
“So? It’s not like she can help it,” Shawn stuck up for me.
I hadn’t really thought about how it must be for Cane to face me, the mirror image of his dead girlfriend. A shiver rolled down my spine. I wondered how he was holding up. Even though I always sort of thought of him as a meat-head, he always treated my sister well. He also had been the person standing closest to Lony when the train struck, which meant he’d had a front row view of the carnage, something I missed out on witnessing by passing out. Part of me wanted to go talk to him, to comfort him in some way, but I knew it would probably just make things worse.
After lunch, Bryan and I walked together to class.
“I like your friends,” he commented. “They’re cool.”
“Thanks.”
“So are Shawn and Bronwyn like…together?” he asked.
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “No. Shawn…well…let’s just say you’re more his type than we are.”
“Oh…I get it.”
I glanced over to see his expression. If Bryan turned out to be some sort of homophobe, I might have to give this friendship another thought.
He just winked at me. “Shawn’s cute and all, but I’m afraid my interests lean in another direction.”
I blushed and then scolded myself. He was not flirting with you! He was just letting you know he’s straight.
In lit class, the whirlwind of emotions crept up again, but Bryan’s presence behind me helped me to keep them at bay. Focusing my mind on him distracted me from the other feelings. I even raised my hand to answer for the first time all day. But when lit was over, and I went to French class, I felt like a ship lost at sea.
I struggled to concentrate. Along with the variety of emotions I’d been experiencing all day, there was something darker coming over me, a deep black cloud of depression, different from what I’d been feeling at home. The classroom was set up with the desks in a circle to promote conversation. I peered around at the other students to see if they felt anything amiss. Some seemed tired, a few bored, and one guy bobbed his head up and down slightly to the beat of the ear buds under the hood of his sweatshirt. Around me, the flowery language filled the air like the scent of perfume at a funeral.
 



 
Chapter 16
 
 
When the final bell rang, signaling my release from school, I ran out the double-doors as fast as I could, my head spinning from the storm of emotions. The air was warm for late September, and my feet crunched the red and gold leaves under my feet. I didn’t want to go home. Not yet. After the day I had, the last thing I wanted to do was return to the House of Perpetual Mourning. Rather than turning down my street, my feet trekked on aimlessly.
What in the heck happened to me today? It was something more than just sadness over my sister and the uneasiness of returning to school. It was like I’d been put in a clothes dryer filled with all of the emotions of everyone in the school and forced to tumble around with them for seven hours. I was worn out.
I turned down the next street over from my house. There was a small park a couple of blocks down where Bronwyn and I sometimes liked to hang out on the swings. A broken piece of sidewalk chalk was left abandoned on the ground, and I kicked it hard with the toe of my Sketchers.
“Cady!” a voice called to me.
I looked up from my feet and saw the strange neighbor woman, the one whose backyard met mine, grinning at me from her front stoop. How did she know my name? I lifted my hand tentatively and waved.
“Will you come here a moment? I’d like to speak with you,” the woman said.
Oh, no. Was she planning on scolding me for spying on her with my binoculars? But she didn’t look angry. Her expression was open and friendly. With a deep breath, I trudged up the walk to her front door.
“I have some lavender tea on the stove. Come in.”
It’s not like I was afraid of strangers, but this one made me uneasy. As if reading my thoughts, she assured me, “It’s okay. I’m not some insane person who abducts children, I just want to talk to you about something.”
Not wanting to admit that I was thinking she might be an insane person bent on abducting me, I followed her inside.
“My name’s Jinx,” she said. “Make yourself comfortable, while I get the tea.”
Jinx disappeared into the kitchen.
The house was a Cape Cod, smaller than ours, and filled with…stuff. While I wouldn’t exactly call her a hoarder, she obviously had issues with clutter. Books and newspapers were stacked in careless towers on the coffee table. Candles in mismatched holders sat on every available flat surface, including on top of an ancient console television and in the windowsills. A shaggy lapdog looked up from a doggy bed perched on top of a table next to the front window. He gave me a half-hearted “Arf” before resting his chin back on his paws and nodding off. I scooted a wad of blankets over and sat down on a red, crushed velvet couch that looked like it had time traveled here from the 1970’s.
After a bit of rattling around in the kitchen, Jinx returned carrying two steaming mugs of light brown tea. I blew on mine and waited for her to say something.
“Honey?” she asked, squeezing a honey packet from KFC into her mug and stirring.
I shook my head no. I was really more of a coffee person, but I’d drink it to be polite.
“How do you know my name?” I asked.
She twirled her fingers in the air. “Oh, one hears things around…”
I nodded like I knew what she was talking about. I set my drink down on the coffee table to give it time to cool off, but then I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so I picked it back up. My eyes wandered the room, unsure of where to look. I could sense the woman’s gaze trained on my face.
“I’m very sorry about your sister,” she said. Her expression was open and kind. Her large blue eyes were twin liquid pools. The wild cork-screws of her auburn hair gave her the look of a faerie tale creature. It was impossible not to like her.
“Uh, thanks…”
“How are you and your family holding up?”
I shrugged.
Jinx nodded.
“So what kind of name is Jinx?” I asked before I realized how rude it sounded. She didn’t seem to take offense.
“Well, my real name is Jennifer…” She made a gagging motion with her finger to her mouth. “…but I got the nickname when I was a teenager and it stuck. Trouble used to follow me. Get it? Jinx?”
“Trouble used to follow you?”
“Oh, well, when you get older, life settles down naturally.”
I lifted my drink and took a tentative sip. It burnt my tongue, so I set it back down. Not that I minded getting to know my neighbor, but I wished she would get to the point of why she called me here.
“So, you must be wondering why I asked you in,” she said, tucking her bare feet up under her skirt so that she was sitting cross-legged in the recliner. The bottoms of her feet were dirty.
“Yeah, I guess I am.”
“I need to tell you something that’s going to sound crazy, but all I ask is that you don’t leave until you’ve completely heard me out, all right?”
My belly fluttered. Should I be worried here?
“Don’t worry,” she said.
I began to wonder if my thoughts were being broadcast in a cartoon bubble over my head.
“Cady, I know what you are going through.”
Oh, so that was it! Jinx must have had a sibling pass away or something and she wanted to comfort me like Bryan had. Made sense.
“So, did your sister die also?” I asked.
“Humph! Not hardly. She lives in Boca Raton and works as an investment banker. Not dead, but not much of a life either. No, I mean I know what is happening to you …emotionally.”
“That’s not hard to guess. My twin died. I feel like crap.”
Jinx shook her head. I could tell she was going somewhere with this, but hesitated to explain it to me. “No, it’s more than that. Tell me about school. How did you feel when you were around all of those other students?”
A flush spread across my face, and I darted my gaze out the window. I recalled the tornado of emotions. Could that be what she was referring to? If so, how did she know?
“Okay,” she sighed. “Let go about this a bit differently. I have this…talent…I guess. Have you ever heard of telepathy?”
“Like communicating through minds?” I snorted skeptically.
“Yeah! See, I can read people’s thoughts.”
Terrified at the idea that what this woman was saying might be true, I tensed up, wrinkling my brow.
“Whoa!” Jinx laughed, touching her fingers to her temples. “You’re a strong little thing! I can feel you trying to block me. I bet you don’t even know you’re doing it.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “No, that’s not possible. People can’t read minds!”
“Oh, no? How is it that I know about the torment you went through this week at school?”
“It was my first day back, of course it was going to be tormenting!” I yelled without meaning to. I jumped up to my feet.
The little dog was startled by my sudden movement. He hopped down from the table and waddled over next to her chair like a guard dog. Yeah, the curly hair flopping in his eyes was terrifying.
“Wait, Cady,” she said, reaching out to me. “Please sit. You promised to hear me out. I haven’t even gotten to the part about you.”
My knees locked in place. I didn’t want to sit.
“Look, I appreciate you trying to cheer me up, but I really can’t deal with crazy right now.” I slid my arms into the shoulder straps on my bag and headed for the door.
Jinx shot to her feet, but didn’t try to stop me from leaving. She just twisted her fingers together in frustration.
“Okay,” she said, “leave if you want. But I want you to think about something.”
I stopped in the doorway holding the screen door open, not turning around to face her.
“When your sister died, remember how you felt it? I mean really felt what was happening to her? Remember what you saw in that moment?” When I didn’t answer she continued. “Come back to see me when you’re ready to know what happened.”
I walked out quickly, allowing the screen door to slam shut behind me.
 



 
Chapter 17
 
 
The rhythm of my soles slapping the pavement in time to my breath had the power to relax me like nothing else. In the weeks since returning to school, I’d settled into a routine —school, work, jog, homework, bed.
The emotional storm of school wasn’t abating. If anything, it seemed to be getting worse. Sitting in class felt like being tugged in ten different directions. Twice I’d had teachers keep me after class, their looks of pity only slightly hidden under concern. Of course, I couldn’t tell them anything. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. Mr. MacLeod, my physiology teacher even suggested I drop his class and try it again next year. I’d missed a ton of labs, and no matter how much I studied, I couldn’t concentrate enough to memorize all of the Latin terms. I finally gave in and stopped by my guidance counselor’s office to sign the drop forms. Of course it was too late for me to get into anything else, so I was assigned to a study hall for fifth period.
I rounded the corner of my street and slowed to a brisk walk. My breath sawed in and out of my chest through my mouth, and I used a cotton bandana tucked in the pocket of my jogging pants to wipe the sweat from my forehead. The autumn evening air caressed my damp skin, dotting my arms with goose bumps. From between the dwellings I could see Jinx’s house, lights blazing in every room as if she had guests. For weeks I’d been telling myself that the woman was a fake, a charlatan looking to pull something over on the poor grieving girl. But then I’d find myself wondering about the possibility that she was telling the truth. Other than the little bit I mentioned to the doctor in the hospital, I hadn’t told anyone about actually feeling Lony’s death, about seeing it through her eyes. There had to be a logical explanation for how Jinx knew all this, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was.
So I did the only thing I could do —I took to the Internet. For weeks I’d read everything I could find on the subject of telepathy. At first, I only found websites advertising psychics and fortune tellers who would answer your questions for a price. My only experience with psychics happened at the Dubuque County Fair a couple summers ago when Lony talked me into getting my tarot cards read. All the woman told me was that I needed to work hard in school in order to get ahead in life. Duh! I could tell better fortunes than that. I can’t remember Lony’s fortune, but I’m sure it mentioned nothing about her early death.
After weeding through the fakes and weirdoes, I came across websites that included scientific studies and testimonials about telepathic experiences. To my surprise, a fair number of scientists believed communicating with the mind was real. There was even a doctor down at the University of Iowa Hospital, Dr. Ulrika Helbo, who had done actual studies and written books on the subject. I spent part of an evening reading different papers and things that she had published in medical journals. She basically believed that humans were born with ten senses. In addition to the five physical senses of touch, sight, smell, hearing and taste, there are five senses of the soul —intuition, peace, foresight, trust, empathy. She claims telepathy is simply a manifestation of our sense of intuition.
In an article in The New England Journal of Medicine, Dr. Helbo sighted evidence that early humans used the power of the mind and energy to transmit information, much the same way our other senses work. But as humans evolved, they began relying more on the other five senses, allowing the others to go dormant, like an appendix or something. Interesting stuff, and she had a lot of documentation to back up her theories, but I was a believe-it-when-I-see-it kind of girl.
Standing on the sidewalk sweating, I gazed at Jinx’s house and wondered if I should just give her a chance to explain. After a moment of staring, I decided to try a little experiment. I balled up the damp bandana and stuffed it back in my pocket. I walked around to my back yard where I took a seat on a wicker patio chair. I knitted my brow and concentrated on her kitchen door. Jinx, can you hear me? This is Cady. I’m in the backyard. If you can hear me, I’m ready to talk.
A moment passed.
And then another.
Maybe I was out of her range. Or maybe she’s just a fake.
I was silently chastising myself for my stupidity when Jinx popped out her door, grinning so big even in the dimness I could see the full row of her teeth.
“Cady!” she called out waving. “Sorry, I was on the phone.”
Shock pinned me to my spot, preventing me from answering. She heard me.
She really heard me!
Jinx waited patiently by the fence separating our yards while I processed. After a minute, I got up and walked toward her.
“Believe me now?” she asked without a hint of I-told-you-so in her voice.
I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know.”
Jinx nodded. “Fair enough. Want to come over and talk?”
“Is now a good time? I mean, it looks like you have company or something.”
She glanced back to her house to see what I was seeing. “Oh, no. I just have a bad habit of not turning lights off when I leave rooms. Not very green, I know!”
“Well, let me take a shower, then I’ll be over.”
Twenty minutes later, I was standing on my neighbor’s stoop with wet hair and a hollow feeling in my stomach from skipping supper.
“Come in,” Jinx said, with the door held open for me.
The living room was the same chaos of clutter that I’d seen before, but with the soft light emanating from the mismatched table lamps and a few candles, it was homier this time. The strong scent of sandalwood drifted up in wisps of smoke from an incense cone on the coffee table. From his bed, the dog lifted his head so he could peek at me from under his bangs.
“Can I get you something to drink?”
“No, thanks,” I replied, sitting down on the edge of the couch.
“Thank you for coming back,” she said with an understanding smile, before taking a seat across from me.
I pressed my lips together. I didn’t know how to start or even why I was there. I guess when people drop the bomb on you that they are psychic, it piques your curiosity.
“I’m not saying I believe you or anything,” I started, “but you must have had a reason for telling me about your…” I couldn’t say it. It was all too ridiculous.
“I know how this sounds to you,” Jinx said with a sigh. “I always have this problem when I tell people I’m a telepath. Most think I’m a fake, that I must be secretly Googling them in order to act like I can read their thoughts. But honestly, this isn’t a parlor trick. I wish I could escape it sometimes.”
“Well, like I said, I’m not saying I buy into this, but I want to hear more. Can you like…talk to me without speaking?”
“No, the connection only works one way. I can hear thoughts of others, but I can’t send messages back.”
“Convenient,” I replied. Her claim would be easy to prove if she could communicate something to me.
“No, actually it’s not convenient. It’s damn frustrating sometimes.”
She obviously didn’t pick up on my sarcasm.
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.
Jinx unfolded her legs and leaned forward, focusing a serious gaze on me.
“I’m telling you this in order for you to understand how it is I know certain things about you.”
A chill ran through me. “So you can hear my thoughts even when I’m all the way over at my house?”
“I have about a three block range. Give or take depending on how strong the person is broadcasting.”
I pictured our neighborhood with its rows of houses. Three blocks in every direction would include not only houses, but a gas station, a Catholic church and the small strip mall on Asbury Road…even the high school athletic fields and parking lot.
“That’s a lot of people.”
She sighed and frowned. “I know. I can tune most of it out now, but the buzz is always there, like background noise. I have to actually pay attention to focus in on a particular voice. Some people transmit more clearly than others. Their emotional state also makes a difference. If a person is calm, their thoughts are quieter, but if they are upset or excited, the thoughts can be loud enough to wake me from a sound sleep.”
“So when Lony died…”
She nodded. “Yeah. Your household practically has its own channel now. Your brother is the worst.”
“Seriously? I would have thought that would be my mother.”
“No. Your mother is sad and having a hard time, but her thoughts are muddled with intoxicants. She sleeps a lot, and I don’t pick up on dreams too clearly. But your brother isn’t sleeping much at all. He’s really suffering deeply.”
I never would’ve guessed. Aaron always acted so aloof.
“What about me? I assume that’s what you wanted to talk to me about.”
Jinx took a deep breath in and out as if buying time to weigh her words. “You are also suffering, obviously, but you’re stronger than they are. You’re pulling through it well. You’re lucky that you have such nice friends to support you.”
I didn’t say anything. My mind ticked through the last few weeks wondering what things this woman might have eavesdropped on. I still didn’t really believe her. Psychics are fake, right? I decided to test her again to be sure. I plastered what I hoped would be a neutral expression on my face, relaxed, and then shouted with my thoughts, Stand up!
Jinx hopped to her feet, sending the little dog scurrying under the coffee table. “Like this?” she asked.
My jaw fell open. “Y-you heard me!”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course I did! You yelled at me! Can I sit again?”
I nodded.
“Any other experiments you want to try? Guess what number you’re thinking or something?”
I shook my head no.
“Okay, then.” She scooped the dog up and set him on her lap, threading her fingers through his tiny curls. “So, the reason I wanted to talk to you is because I noticed something going on with you that you are not aware of yet.”
“If I’m not aware of it, how would you know? I can’t be thinking of it.” I was trying to sound like a smart ass, but the shakiness in my voice betrayed me.
“You’re not thinking of it, but I recognize the signs and feel an obligation to tell you.”
“Okay…”
“During your sister’s accident, you know how you saw the whole thing through her eyes? How you felt like it had been happening to you?”
The blood drained from my face. I did not want to talk about this.
Jinx continued on. “And you know how when you go near your mother, you suddenly get depressed, even if a few minutes earlier you were just fine?”
I barely nodded. How could she know this stuff? There had to be another explanation.
“And at school, you feel a jumble of emotions...more than the usual teenage girl mood swings.”
She was right. The things I’d been feeling in the past few weeks hadn’t been normal. Maybe some of it could have been explained by Lony’s death, but when I added it all together, something wasn’t right.
“What’s happening to me?” I whispered.
Jinx set the dog aside and knelt in front of me, folding my hands in both of hers. “You’ve heard that twins have psychic connections, right?”
“Yeah. Lony and I used to dream the same dreams sometimes when we were little…”
“And you have probably heard about auras before too, right? The psychic energy field that surrounds us? Some people can see them. I can’t, but some can.”
I nodded.
“Well, when your sister died, your auras connected…they reached out to each other. I’ve heard of it happening before. That’s how you could feel what your sister experienced in those last moments.”
I let that explanation sink in. The doctors at the hospital wondered how I was able to experience physical shock when I should have only felt an emotional one.
Jinx continued, “After the accident, your aura was stretched. It didn’t go back to its normal shape around you.”
“My aura is broken? What does that mean?”
“It means that whenever people enter your aura range, you can feel their emotions.”
I considered all of the strange emotions I’d had that week. My mother made me depressed. Being around Bryan calmed me down. Being in a classroom filled with hormonal teenagers sent me in circles.
“So…so I’m psychic?”
“No, honey. You’re an empath.”
 



 
Chapter 18
 
 
“Empath…” I whispered, feeling the word on my tongue.
Jinx hopped up and retrieved a book from her stuffed shelf. “Let me show you.”
As she flipped to the table of contents and located the section she was searching for, I checked out the title of the book. The Guide to Modern Psychic Phenomena by C. C. Knight, PhD.
“Here we go,” she said as she moved to the couch next to me, so I could follow along as she read aloud. “‘An empath is someone who is sensitive to the psychic energy and vibrations of others. Because emotions are charged with life energy, the empath experiences the emotions as their own. When the emotions are positive, this can be beneficial to the receiver; however, when the emotions are negative, the receiver is in danger of depression, bouts of rage and exhaustion. Empaths have been known to turn to drugs or alcohol as coping mechanisms. Many admit to having thoughts of suicide.’”
“What!” I interrupted. “I’m going to want to kill myself over this?”
Jinx shushed me and continued reading.
“‘The best way for an empath to combat these negative symptoms is by first, recognizing the difference between genuine emotions and those that are imposed on them, and secondly, by surrounding themselves with positive people. Some empaths claim to be able to block the emotional energy of others, and even convert negative energy into positive and channel it back to the sender, thus improving the emotional health of the sender…’”
Jinx closed the book and gave me a pat on the knee. “Cady, I know a woman, Sophia Blackwell, who is also an empath. When I began noticing the symptoms in your thoughts, I called her for advice. She has learned how to develop and control her gift, and has given me some suggestions on how I might be able to help you do the same. Sophia would love to help you herself, but she is getting up there in age and lives out in Sedona, Arizona. Traveling here is not really an option for her now.”
I didn’t say anything for a long moment while I let it all sink in. It wasn’t that I doubted the existence of psychic energy, in theory. What I had trouble with was the idea that I had any psychic ability. While I basically had a healthy self-image, I never really thought there was anything special about me. I had no other real talents: I was cute, but not beautiful; smart, but not a genius; well liked, but not popular. I was as middle of the road as a teen girl can be. Why would God or fate or the cosmos or whatever decide to give this ability to me?
“Are you okay?” Jinx asked.
I nodded. “I’m just absorbing.”
“I understand. I went through the same thing when my telepathic gift started to manifest. I was thirteen at the time. At least you have someone like me to help you.” Her mouth twisted into a troubled frown.
“Is that why you’re being so nice to me? Because you went through it alone?”
“That’s one of the reasons,” she replied, setting the heavy book down on top of a pile of fashion magazines. “I also couldn’t sit back and watch you deal with everyone else’s grief on top of your own. That’s way too much for one girl to handle.”
I recalled my mother holed up in her bed and how crippling it was on me to go near her.
“What was it like for you? I mean when you started reading minds. Did you think you were going crazy?”
A shadow covered her eyes and I felt a slight ripple of emotion emanate off of her. Now that I knew the wave of sadness wasn’t coming from me, I could almost track the source back to Jinx. It made me wonder if I would be able to trace emotions to specific people in crowds.
From the expression on her face, I figured her story must be difficult to think about. What felt like a cool breeze blowing from Jinx’s direction tickled my arms, but when I looked down, the light hairs didn’t so much as tremble. The wind wasn’t physical. My belly tensed with a sadness that I didn’t understand. After a long time, she began to speak in a voice, barely above a whisper.
“I didn’t think I was crazy, but everyone else did. My mother passed away when I was only three…breast cancer…so I lived with my father and step-mother.”
She tugged on the tight springs of her hair as she spoke. “I figure it must have been puberty which brought my abilities out. That happens to some people. Sometimes, the opposite happens. A child will be psychically sensitive and then begin repressing it in puberty. Anyway, that’s when I really began to notice it with me. It came on gradually. You know, I’d think someone said my name when no one did. I’d answer a question that hadn’t been asked aloud. It really freaked people out. The kids at school started to distance themselves from me. My step-mother, who never cared for me to begin with, would complain to my father, saying he had to do something with me and that I gave her the creeps. When I tried to explain to them what I was experiencing, Millicent —that’s my step-mother —convinced my father that I needed psychiatric care.”
My stomach began to tighten with anger. This time I could sort of tell that it wasn’t coming from me. Jinx closed her eyes for a moment. The ripples of frustration evaporated, replaced by a soft calm. She continued.
“I spent my high school years in and out of mental institutions.” Her shoulders shook from an involuntary shudder. “I had to get a GED, because sitting in a classroom was too difficult for me. I wasn’t as good at blocking thought feeds as I am now, and that made it hard to concentrate on the teachers.”
Flashes of that emotional tornado from earlier popped into my head. Would I have to go through that every day until I graduated? What about college?
Jinx continued, “It was when I was staying in a group home in Oklahoma that I met another girl, Bridget, who also was a telepath and, like me, whose parents sent her away. The difference was Bridget’s abilities were far more advanced than mine. She helped me by teaching me blocking techniques and how to focus on specific thought feeds. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”
“What happened to her… to Bridget?” I asked.
“She’s married to an insurance agent and has three kids. They live in Atlanta or Macon or someplace like that. But in order for Bridget to live a normal life, she has almost completely given up her abilities. She’s been blocking everything for so many years now she can’t take the blocks off any more. Only rarely will a word or a phrase break through, and only from someone who is an extremely strong broadcaster.”
I brightened. “That’s great! You mean I can learn to block this out completely? You have to teach me! When do we get started?”
Jinx frowned and the crease between her brows deepened like a swollen river. “Cady, be careful to weigh all of your options before you decide to do something like that. Our abilities are gifts, and your gift is a part of you. Never be quick to give up a piece of yourself.”
“Right,” I said with a shrug. “I get to be the psychic equivalent of an emotional dumping ground and will probably end up as a suicidal alcoholic. Nope. The sooner I can block this stuff the better.”
She didn’t look very happy, but seemed resigned to let it go for now. Instead, she picked up one of those long candle lighters and began flicking it, watching the tiny licks of flame.
“So, what happened after you gained control over your abilities?” I asked. “Did your parents let you come home?”
“No,” she replied with a sigh. “You see, my father is very…prominent. Back in the early eighties, he built a large technology company from the ground up and it was very successful. By the time I was eighteen, he and Millicent and their kids were like this big happy family where I just didn’t fit anymore. Besides, Father was starting to get interested in politics. The last thing a politician needs is a crazy daughter running around ruining his image.”
“So, what did you do then?”
Jinx inhaled deeply through her nose and let it out with a whoosh through her mouth blowing out the weak tongue of flame. She dropped the lighter back down on the end table. “Honestly? He bought me off.”
“What do you mean?”
“My father set me up with a large trust fund under the condition that I disappear.”
“Are you serious?”
She shrugged with one shoulder. “It’s not like we were close anyway. He worked constantly when I was growing up, and I never saw him. Millicent couldn’t stand me and didn’t want me around her kids. I figured I would just go off and start my own life, so I moved to Dubuque. The end.”
I thought about my own parents and what it would be like without them. Sure, things were strained in my family now, but no matter what happens I know they love me. Whether they would believe that I’m an empath or not is another story. My mother is intensely skeptical about all things that can’t be proven scientifically. My father might be more receptive, but it’s hard to say.
“So, you just, like, live off your trust fund? Or do you work?” I asked.
“I never touch that money if I don’t have to,” she said with a tone that implied that money was tainted. “I live off of my gifts. I’m a life consultant.”
“A what?”
“A life consultant, a therapist. I got my degree in counseling through an online program and now I meet with people who are having problems and give them advice.”
“Lots of people are therapists. Where does the whole using your gift thing come in?”
“I listen to the things they aren’t telling me. It makes me much more effective than a normal therapist. Most people censor their words, only speaking in partial truths. I’m not saying people are dishonest, just selective. My gift enables me to serve them better.”
I shook my head in wonder. Outside the window, I spotted a sliver of moon in the inky black sky, reminding me of the time.
“It’s getting late. I better get home before my mom worries.”
Jinx grinned. “She’s sleeping. Wish I could read dreams better. I’m seeing flashes of a shirtless Hugh Jackman.”
Ew.
I stood and stretched.
Jinx walked with me outside where she bent to retrieve a soggy Shopper Stopper from the ground next to her steps.
“When do we begin?” I asked. “With the whole blocking thing? If I’m going to make it through high school, I have to find a way to ignore my classmates.”
“I don’t have regular work hours. I work by appointment only, and I always go to my client’s homes. If my car is in the driveway, I’m home.” She inclined her head toward a newer model VW Beetle parked a few yards away. “Feel free to stop by when you have time.”
I gave one last wave to Jinx before she turned to go back inside, and I headed home.
 



 
Chapter 19
 
 
After school the next day, I fumbled with the dead bolt lock on my front door. I was already inside, but couldn’t get my key out. Lony and Aaron never had trouble with this lock, but for some reason, it just didn’t like me.
The muffled sound of Florence + The Machine began playing on my cell phone in my backpack. I let the keys dangle and dug it out.
“Hello?” I answered, still concentrating on not breaking the key off in the door.
“Cady? It’s Bryan. Is this a bad time?”
“No. I’m just getting home.”
With a hard tug the key gave way, smashing my elbow against the wall.
“Son of a —!” I censored myself just in time. I held the phone in the crook of my neck so I could rub my funny bone. “Ouch!”
“Are you okay?” Bryan asked. “What happened?”
“I’m all right,” I groaned. “No big deal.”
“Uh…do you have plans for dinner? Like with your family, I mean?” he asked.
“No. My mother hasn’t been up for cooking much lately. Why?”
“My parents are going out with one of my dad’s new clients. I was wondering if you wanted to go get pizza or something.”
Whoa! Is he asking me on a date? My spine tingled at the thought. But what if I was overreacting? What if this was just a friends thing? Best to play it cool.
“Um…sure. Sounds good.”
“Pick you up around six?”
We hung up, and I barreled up to my room. It was too early to get ready, so I dug out some homework to work on. Concentrating during school was a nightmare, so I had started putting in extra effort into my assignments at home in order to make decent grades.
At school that day, I thought a lot about the whole empath thing and that storm of emotions that overcame me whenever I was around people. As much as I didn’t want to believe it, Jinx was right. I was picking up on the feelings of others. For example, I used the bathroom pass during study hall, and when I entered there was a freshman girl splashing water on her face at the sink. She’d been crying and her mascara streaked down her cheeks like skid marks. I didn’t mean to gawk at her, but the vibrations of anger rolling off of her and into me glued my feet to the spot. Goosebumps rose on my arms as the sinking feeling of betrayal coursed through me. I knew for sure these emotions were not coming from me. Two minutes earlier, I had been walking down the hallway humming along with a song stuck in my head. When the crying girl noticed me, she glared at me through the mirror and stormed out in a huff, followed by her cloud of cold rage.
I shook my head to clear my thoughts. I really needed to put this empathy stuff aside for a while and get some school work done.
When my history assignment was finished, I stood and stretched. The emotional tornado was taking its toll on my muscles, filling me with tension. I yanked out the band holding my ponytail, brushed my hair out and slid a thin headband in to keep it out of my eyes. Other than some light lip gloss, I hadn’t worn makeup to school. I wondered whether I should at least brush some mascara on or something. Jeez, it’s just pizza! I scolded myself. It’s not like this is a date…is it?
I left my jeans on, but traded my “Buffy staked Edward” t-shirt and hoodie for a light green peasant blouse. I surveyed myself in the mirror on the back of my bedroom door. Nice enough, but still casual. From my school bag, I took some cash out and tucked it into my jeans pocket. As much as Lony had tried to make me, I never took to carrying a real purse.
The doorbell rang. I rounded the corner at the top of the stairs, and to my horror, my mother was standing with the door open looking at Bryan shift his weight from foot to foot. Thankfully, she wasn’t in her bathrobe, but a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt. I cringed at the sight of her matted hair on the back of her head.
“Mom,” I called out, hurrying down the stairs. “This is my friend, Bryan Sullivan…from school. Bryan, this is my mom.”
My mother turned at my voice and looked at me funny, almost like she couldn’t remember how she got there. “Oh…”
“We’re going to go get some pizza. Do you want me to bring you anything back?”
She shook her head. “No, I’m not hungry.” She started to trudge up the steps toward her bedroom, but as an afterthought she added, “Don’t stay out late.”
I watched my mother disappear around the corner with my jaw hanging open. Are you kidding me? Whether it was a real date or not, this was the first time a boy picked me up to take me out to dinner —other than Shawn anyway, and he didn’t really count. I guess I’d have thought my mother might take a bit more interest. After all, Bryan could be a meth addict or a convicted felon for all she knew. When Lony first started seeing Cane, my parents insisted on getting to know him before they would let her go off with him alone. For two weeks, he had to endure awkward family dinners and watching TV with Lony in the den while my parents wandered in and out like an Army patrol to make sure they maintained clothes on and hands visible at all times. It’s not that I wanted Bryan to have to suffer through an embarrassing third degree. I just thought she would have cared more, that’s all.
“Ready?” Bryan asked, holding the door open for me. I could feel his nervous energy tingling my skin. I rubbed my arms briskly.
“Sure,” I replied, brushing past him out the door. I smelled the light spicy scent of cologne and smiled. He normally didn’t bother. I was glad I gave in and brushed on mascara.
“So,” he asked, opening the car door for me. “Where is the best pizza in Dubuque?”
“Oh, easy. Happy Joe’s.”
“Happy Joe’s it is then.”
Bryan circled the vehicle and got in. When he twisted the key in the ignition music blasted out of the speakers and he fumbled to turn it down.
“Sorry,” he said with an embarrassed grin. “I like it loud when I’m alone.”
“No prob. I do the same thing,” I replied. “What group is this?”
“It’s my cousin’s band, Crescendo. He’s the drummer. They play small venues in the Portland and Seattle areas. This is their demo.”
“Not bad,” I said bobbing my head a bit with the beat.
I directed Bryan to the pizza place. We ordered my favorite, half taco/half BLT. Bryan cringed when I told him the BLT side used mayo in place of pizza sauce, but his attitude changed once he took a bite.
“I’m not a vegetarian exactly,” I explained, plucking the sausage bits off of my slice, “I just don’t really like meat very much. It’s a taste thing more than a moral thing.”
“So you don’t eat steak?”
I shook my head. “Nope. I tried a bite of my dad’s once, but didn’t care for it.”
“More for me, I guess.” He reached for his second slice. “I’m not picky with food at all. My mother is the must-clean-your-plate type. I learned a long time ago that if I didn’t want to end up having my dinner for breakfast the next morning, I better get it over with and eat it while it’s fresh.”
We chatted easily through dinner, but when Bryan got up to order us some ice cream sundaes, Jinx cropped back up into my mind. All through dinner I had been trying to pay attention to my emotions and the people around me, but I couldn’t tell if I was reading people right. In the car, Bryan had seemed nervous, but I wasn’t picking any of that up from him now. In general, I was feeling happy and calm. How did I know that was my real feelings or if they were coming from someone else near me? What kind of range did this empathy thing have anyway?
Across the dining room, I spotted a toddler who was throwing some kind of tantrum. His face was red and he wailed at the top of his lungs. The young mother kept trying to shove ice cream in his mouth to shut him up, but all that did was cause melted ice cream drool to run down his chin and neck. It gave me an idea for an experiment.
I checked on Bryan and saw he was still waiting to place our order. I stood and started walking toward the little boy, going slowly enough that I could concentrate on any feelings I might be able to pick up from him, yet fast enough so that it would look like I was casually heading toward the restroom.
Twenty feet from the boy and I felt nothing.
At fifteen feet, I bent down to pretended to tie my shoe. The feelings of general happiness were faded, but I wasn’t necessarily picking up on anything negative. I stood up and began walking forward again.
At ten feet, I stopped next to an empty table and picked up the menu lying on it. A stirring began in my belly that had nothing to do with the pizza I’d just ate. My face started to heat up and uneasiness crept over me. As I pretended to be checking the specials, I concentrated on the cool waves of feeling I was getting from the toddler’s direction. There was anger and frustration…a little bit of discomfort too. Of course, the frustration could have been coming from the mother also, who was digging in her diaper bag for something to appease her child.
Just as I was setting the menu down to step closer, a freezing jolt shot through me as the boy lifted his fork and threw it as hard as he could onto the floor where it bounced and landed a few feet in front of me. A clear and distinct shock of rage ran through my body and settled somewhere deep inside me. I gasped audibly. The mother apologized as she came over to retrieve the fork, but I could only nod with my mouth hanging open dumbly.
Oh. My. God.
Jinx was right. I guess up until that moment I hadn’t fully believed her, but standing there with my head throbbing with a cold headache and my nerves on edge, I had to admit there was something weird going on. The little boy watched me with big brown eyes, his rosy cheeks tear stained and drool running from his lower lip. He didn’t feel as upset anymore. I guess throwing the fork got whatever it was out of his system. The mother glanced up at me and flashed a wave of embarrassment mixed with confusion. I pivoted and returned to our table.
I buried my face on my hands, squeezing my eyes shut so hard I could see spots swimming in the blackness. What does this mean? What am I supposed to do now? I didn’t want to go through life experiencing the emotions of everyone around me! How am I supposed to go into a crowded situation like a concert or a movie theater ever again without turning into a complete head-case? Oh, no. How am I going to be able to handle school? A groan escaped the back of my throat.
“You okay?” Bryan asked, a cool brush of concern touching my body.
I jerked my head up to see him setting our sundaes down on the table. “I’m fine,” I said, managing a weak smile. “Just a bit of a headache.”
His forehead wrinkled. “Do you want me to take you home?” The vibrations of his concern increased.
“No, I’ll be okay.” Forcing a fake smile, I dipped my spoon into the chocolate ice cream with warm peanut butter topping and took a small bite. “Ice cream cures headaches, you know. It’s scientifically proven.”
“Mmmm…” he replied, swallowing the cherry from the top of his banana split. “I always knew ice cream had to be good for me. What else can it do? Cure the common cold?” The coolness of his concern warmed into something more pleasant.
I nodded. “It’s good for colds…the flu too. Also, sprained ankles, upset stomachs and gout.”
“Gout?” he laughed. “In that case, I think I’ll have my mother stock up our freezer with Rocky Road. I wouldn’t want to come down with gout.”
I watched Bryan as he talked and ate his sundae in large, enthusiastic bites. When he smiled I noticed one of his teeth was a bit crooked, overlapping the one next to it. It’s funny how an imperfection like that can add so much character to someone’s face. He had a bump on the top of his nose. And a tiny mole at the base of his throat bobbed up and down as he swallowed. The skin of his neck looked so soft. I wondered what it would be like to press my lips against it. My gaze lifted and I realized Bryan had stopped talking and was looking at me curiously. I was pretty sure my face was as red as a tomato.
“What are you staring at?” he asked. “Do I have hot fudge on my face or something?” He wiped his mouth with his napkin.
“No…I’m sorry.” I shook my head, feeling like an idiot. I stirred my ice cream slowly to have something else to focus on.
“I don’t mind, you know…you looking at me, I mean.”
A shock of invisible electricity jumped between us, making my heart pound. I peered up from under my lashes to see him grinning at me. The heat in his eyes matched the warmth I was picking up from his soul, causing my palms to go damp.
“Whatever,” I said dismissively, trying to play it off as a joke. “Are you almost done, because it’s a school night, and I have to get home before you turn into a pumpkin.”
“Well, in that case, we better go. Orange is not my color.”
Bryan tossed a tip down on the table, and we headed out to his car. It took almost twenty minutes to get back to my house. While Bryan talked, I amused myself bathing in the warm caresses of his emotion. At first, I only felt a general feeling of contentment, kind of like a warming in the belly. It was the feeling that I got most often from him. He must be a naturally happy person, I concluded. But as we rounded the turn onto my street, I began to pick up on some anxiety vibrating off of him. I glanced over at Bryan, now who was grinning and telling me a story about something that happened at jazz band rehearsal, and wondered what he had to feel so anxious about. This emotion reading thing was interesting, but without knowing the reasons behind the feelings made it darn frustrating.
My house was mostly dark when we pulled up. A faint glow of light from the basement windows indicated Aaron was holed up in his room. I could also see the violet flickering of a television on in my mother’s bedroom. She hadn’t even left the porch light on for me.
Bryan trailed behind me up to my front door, his hands shoved deep down in the pockets of his jeans, his shoulders rounded. I fumbled to fit the key into the door lock in the darkness. Stinking dead bolt!
“Here, let me help,” he said.
I handed him my keys and stepped out of the way. With a jiggle and a flick of his wrist, the bolt shot open.
“There you go.” He picked up my hand, placed the keys into my palm and closed my fingers around them. But he didn’t let go. At his touch, I felt his nervousness amplified.
We stood there for a moment, both of us looking at my small fist cradled in between his two large hands, his thumb rubbing my skin in lazy circles. His palms were soft but the fingers on his left hand and right thumb had calluses. I ran my finger over the thick pads.
“From playing my guitar,” he explained, the tone of his voice thick.
“Do they hurt?” I asked softly. We were standing close enough that I could feel the warmth rising from his skin.
“Not anymore.”
He reached for my other hand, folding it into his. “Your hands are so cold,” he commented.
That’s because all of my blood has risen to my face. “And you’re so warm.”
But it wasn’t just the warmth of his hands that were heating me up. Waves of excitement and anticipation rolled between us. My heart palpitated wildly.
I raised my eyes to meet his. Though the corner of his mouth curved upward, his expression was serious. Even in the dark, I could see his gaze dip to my lips.
Bryan lifted a hand to touch a lock of my hair. So softly I could barely hear it, he whispered, “Cady, I want to kiss you.”
Somehow I was able to swallow the lump in my throat and reply, “I want you to kiss me too.”
A glimmer of exhilaration flashed in his eyes as he leaned down and slanted his lips on top of mine. It wasn’t the first time I’d been kissed —I guess I had to count Tyler Galvin from ninth grade —but being able to feel the emotion from both mine and Bryan’s perspectives was almost indescribable. Waves of nervousness turned into waves of pleasure as our lips parted deepening the kiss. The soft scent of his cologne mingled with the sweetness of his ice cream taste, making my head swim with delicious intoxication.
My breath became ragged as adrenaline coursed through our bodies. I gripped his shoulders for fear my legs would melt out from under me. Bryan placed a warm hand on the small of my back and threaded the fingers of his other hand through the back of my hair, sending shivers down my neck. Energy flowed back and forth between us in each place we touched like feedback. So complete was the emotional circuit between us, I almost couldn’t sense where I stopped and he started. I pushed my body against his, unable to get close enough. The pressure building and building until —.
Bryan’s mouth lifted from mine. I gasped. I could still feel the humming between us, but there was also a twinge of disappointment…on both of our parts, I think.
He touched his forehead to mine, his eyes drifting closed. “I wish I could stay here and kiss you all night, but my parents are probably home and wondering where I am.”
With reluctance, I took a shaky step back. “See you tomorrow?”
“Definitely.” He gave my hands a final squeeze before turning to walk back to his car. I waited until he pulled away from the curb before going into the house.
I ran up the stairs and flung myself on top of my bed. I could still taste him on my lips, smell him on my skin. I replayed the kiss over and over through my mind. Man, that boy could kiss!
I rolled onto my side, curling around a pillow. So, what did it mean? I now knew for sure that Bryan liked me, but how is it I really felt about him? Did I want a boyfriend? I kind of liked not being one of those girls who spent their entire high school years obsessing over some boy. It just seemed too exhausting. But Bryan was different, wasn’t he? When I was with him, things felt easier somehow. His calming presence soothed the stress of my life.
A short vibration in my pocket alerted me to a text message. I reached for my phone and checked the screen. The message was from Bryan and it read, “THAT WAS FREAKING AMAZING!”
Yes, it was.
 



 
Chapter 20
 
 
I took my car to school the next day, so I could go straight to the animal shelter after classes ended. When I pulled in, I spotted Shawn leaning against his car, fiddling with his iPhone. Only he could pull off plaid pants and make them look stylish.
“Die, Pigs!” he grunted through clenched teeth as I approached.
“Playing Angry Birds again?” I asked.
He glanced up at me and gave me a half smile before turning his attention back to his game. “Yeah…it’s addictive.”
“Well, put it away. The bell is going to ring in like three minutes.”
“Fine,” he grumbled, locking his phone and shoving it into his back pants pocket. “I called you last night, but you didn’t answer your cell.”
“Yeah,” I said, as we walked toward the building, “The ringer set on vibrate, so by the time I noticed you called I was getting ready for bed. Did you need anything important?”
“Not really...just wanted to ask you about Bryan.”
“What about him?” I asked, trying to project casual disinterest while my insides turned to spaghetti at the mention of his name.
“Well, yesterday at lunch…he looked kinda into you.”
“Did he?” I asked, unable to keep the grin off my face.
Shawn laughed and shucked my arm. “Aw, man! You do have the hots for him!”
“Shut up,” I replied, giving him a little shove.
“Well, you do right?”
“I guess…”
“Cady’s got a boyfriend…” he teased, but only loud enough for me to hear. “Seriously, I think it’s cool that you’re finally interested in someone around here. He seems like a cool guy. Those eyes are to die for.”
“I know, right? His lips are even better.”
“Girl, you’ve been holding out on me! You have to call me tonight and tell me everything.”
Inside the doors, Shawn and I headed our separate ways with promises to see each other at lunch.
I floated through the hall with a smile on my face. It was crazy how good I felt for someone who had tossed and turned the whole night before. The memory of that fiery kiss and the emotions that came with it played on a continuous loop through my mind all night long. It was the best I’d felt in weeks, and I didn’t want to let it go.
I was so caught up in my thoughts, it wasn’t until Mr. Steele was well into his lecture that I began to notice emotions in the classroom besides mine. They seemed to swirl around me in a steady hum. If my range really was about ten feet, I figured over half of the students and Mr. Steele would fall within it. I struggled to keep my body relaxed and mind open. The only way to get a handle over this empathy thing was to understand it.
My eyes drifted closed so I could concentrate on identifying the different emotions around me. A sluggish feeling seemed to dominate. Tiredness? That would make sense given that it was first hour. It could also be boredom. There was a wave of excitement coming from somewhere…behind me? Yes, I could sense the direction. I snuck a glance over my shoulder and saw Sarah Dobbs staring at the clock, her fingers drumming the cover of her textbook. Yes, the excitement was definitely coming from her.
My thoughts were interrupted by Mr. Steele passing something out, and I realized with horror that we were having a quiz. Crap! I might be back to school physically and making an effort to keep up on my homework, but I hadn’t been paying much attention in class.
My panic must have shown on my face, because when Mr. Steele set the paper down on my desk he said, “Just try your best.”
A ball of worry sat in my stomach, this time I was fairly sure it was my own and not my classmates doing it to me.
When I flipped the quiz over, I scanned the questions. The whole thing was short answer. Oh, come on! No multiple choice? At least then I would’ve been able to guess at the answers. I groaned loud enough that the boy in front of me, Ben…something, turned and looked at me. I glared at him and read the first question to myself.
What are the three branches of the U.S. government? Well, that one was easy. I wrote, “Judicial, Executive & Legislative.” Maybe this test wouldn’t be so hard after all.
How many years make up a term for Senators? I didn’t know. I jotted down four years, since I know that’s how long Presidents are elected for.
How many members make up the House of Representatives? I don’t flippin’ know! I left it blank.
By the time the bell rang and students began piling their completed quizzes on the corner of Mr. Steele’s desk on their way out, over half of my page was still blank. Oh, well. I slapped the paper on the desk and hurried out of the classroom. I was so lost in my own thoughts I almost ran into Bryan, who was waiting for me outside the door.
“Whoa, there!” he said laughing. “You looked like you’ve been chewing on glass. What’s up?”
“We had a quiz, and I’m fairly sure I bombed.” We strolled down the hall toward my locker. “I just don’t get what’s happening with me and school. I mean I used to study really hard and get good grades, but now,” I sighed, “I just don’t care anymore.”
Bryan nodded and put his arm out to keep me from getting jostled by two boys who were play-fighting in front of us. “You’re probably still feeling lost from missing so much school. Have your parents talked to your teachers about how you’re going to deal with the work you’ve missed?”
“I don’t think our parents have even noticed that Aaron and I have gone back to school yet. Besides, I caught up on my missed work. It’s the problems of concentrating in class that is getting to me.”
When we got to my locker, I spun the combination and switched out my books. There were still bits of tape stuck to Lony’s from where I’d ripped the pictures down. I closed the metal door and glanced up at Bryan, leaning next to me with a lazy grin on his face. All of my tension melted away.
Bryan reached out and picked up a lock of my hair, twisting it between his fingers. “You have the softest hair I’ve ever felt.”
“Um...” I wanted to compliment him back, but wasn’t sure what to say. Gee, I really think you’re hot, just didn’t seem right. “…thanks.”
There was a strange expression on his face…like he wanted to tell me something, but couldn’t get the words out. I concentrated on the emotion vibes he was sending out. It was tough to isolate him in the sea of students around us, but when I took his hand in mine, it was like all of the conflicting waves cut off and I was perfectly in tune with him. Touching him seemed to block out the feelings of the students around us, so that his emotions commanded my full attention. What didn’t make sense was the strange tension I was picking up from him.
“Is something wrong?” I asked.
His eyes widened as if startled out of some deep thought. “Uh, I need to talk to you about something.”
“Okay.” Oh, no! He regrets kissing me! “What is it?”
He glanced around at the thinning crowd. “Not now. We have to get to class. Want to go get some coffee or something after school?”
“Sure.” I didn’t know if I could wait that long. “Just tell me this one thing or I’ll obsess over it all day…are you going to tell me that kissing me was a mistake?”
One side of his mouth curled up into a grin. “Are you kidding? Kissing you was the most fun I’ve had all year.” To prove it, he leaned down and gave me a soft, lingering peck on the mouth, sending my pulse into a stampede. “I just have to explain something to you. It’s not that big of a deal, really.”
“Okay. I won’t worry about it then. See you at lunch?”
“Yeah,” he replied, giving my hand a squeeze before dropping it.
We headed off in different directions, me walking on clouds the whole way to second period, my botched quiz long forgotten.
As I stood at the cafeteria salad bar trying to decide between limp romaine and limp spinach, Bronwyn approached with a playful glare on her face.
“So,” she said, “when were you going to tell me you and Bryan are dating? I’m your best friend, and I had to hear it from the gossip chain?”
“We’re not dating…exactly. That is…I don’t know what you call it.” I decided on limp spinach, but drowned it in ranch dressing.
“But the two of you were making out against your locker today?”
My head snapped up in surprise. “We weren’t making out! We barely kissed!”
She chuckled at my reaction.
“I can’t believe you even heard about that. Dang. I don’t know why the school invests in an intercom system when all they have to do is send the morning announcements out through the grapevine.”
She laughed and the florescent lights glinted off of her retainer wire. “So it’s true? That’s so cool! How long has this been going on?”
At that moment, I honestly don’t think anything could have wiped the smile off my face. “Oh, Bronwyn! He’s so incredible!” As we stood in line at the check-out, I filled her in. “We had our first official date last night, but you know we’ve been talking for a few weeks now. And when he dropped me off, he gave me this good-night kiss that was so hot, it practically peeled the paint off the front door.”
Bronwyn stared off dreamily. “Sounds wonderful!”
“It was! But you know, I’m not exactly sure what this means. I mean, it’s not like he asked me to be his girlfriend or anything. I just don’t know where it stands right now.”
“But you are going to go out with him again, right?”
“That will be $4.15,” the lunch lady sporting a hair helmet said as she weighed my salad. I handed over exact change, and we made our way to our usual table in the back.
“Of course, I’ll go out with him again. In fact, he asked me to have coffee with him after school today. It will have to be fast though. I’m working at the shelter this afternoon.”
When we got to our table, Shawn was already there with Angelique Rasmusson, a senior girl who hangs out with him once in a while. I don’t know her all that well, but she’s in the drama club with Shawn.
“Hi, Ang,” I said as we sat down. I made sure to keep the spot next to me open for Bryan. “What’s up?”
“Bonjour,” she replied. Angelique has this whole French thing going on. She dresses like Audrey Hepburn and smokes unfiltered cigarettes. “Colin and I broke up, so Shawn agreed to stand in as my Homecoming date. We’re trying to figure out what to wear. I want to do a whole 1940’s theme. What do you think?”
“Oh, that’s this weekend?” A little knot formed in my gut. If Lony had been alive, she would’ve been talking about the dance non-stop.
“Yeah,” Angelique replied. “It’s kinda last minute, so we have to hit the stores after school today. There’s this really chic vintage place down in the Cable Car Square that I want to check out.”
With a model perfect body like Angelique’s —rail thin with legs that went on for miles —she could wear a trash bag and make it look like something off the cover of Vogue. “I’m sure you’ll find something.”
A warm hand touched my shoulder. I looked up to see Bryan beaming at me. He set his tray down next to mine. On it was a plate with a pile of overcooked spaghetti.
“Hey,” he said in a general greeting to the table as he slid in next to me. Shawn flashed me a knowing grin and my cheeks pinkened.
“Hi, Bryan,” Bronwyn replied. She quickly introduced him to Angelique.
Angelique tucked a lock of her short dark bob behind her ear, drawing attention to her long graceful neck and gave him a smile that managed both flirty and pouty at the same time. “Hello,” she said, “I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before. I would have remembered.”
I ground my teeth together. Do guys really go for such obvious flirts? Yes, actually, they do.
Not Bryan though. As he said, “Nice to meet you,” he gave my shoulder a light squeeze, giving the not so subtle hint that he was already taken. I warmed at the brief touch. Angelique’s stupid grin faded and she turned her attention back to Shawn.
“So, are you going to be able to get your dad’s car, or will I have to drive us?” she asked Shawn.
“I’ll ask,” he replied gulping a big swig of milk from the carton. “I’ve had my license for a month already and he’s still afraid to let me drive.”
I don’t think I blamed Mr. Cole for not wanting Shawn to go off alone in his Lexus. Let’s just say that Shawn passing his driving test must be proof of divine intervention.
A couple of senior girls called out Angelique’s name and waved her over. “I have to run. Meet me by my locker after seventh period,” she said to Shawn before rushing off.
“So you’re taking Angelique to Homecoming?” Bronwyn asked. “What happened to Carlos?”
Carlos Espinoza was a really cute senior that Shawn had been “talking to” for a while.
Shawn rolled his eyes. “Who knows? One minute he acts interested and the next he avoids me like the flu.”
“He’s a jerk,” I said.
Shawn sighs. “No. No, he really isn’t. It’s just that he’s closeted with his family still. How they can’t tell is beyond me! That queen can set off gaydar alarms ten blocks away.”
“Sometimes parents don’t really want to see their kids for who they really are,” Bryan said, twirling his fork to roll the long noodles up into a bite-sized nest.
“I know mine don’t,” Bronwyn agreed. “My parents still think I’m ten years old.”
I smirked, remembering the dollhouse Bronwyn received for her fifteenth birthday. The miniature hand-carved furniture pieces were cool and everything, but what was she supposed to do, play with it? It’d been taking up a whole corner of her bedroom ever since.
“So,” Shawn said, obviously wanting to change the subject, “you two are going to Homecoming, right? If my dad won’t let me have the car, maybe we can double together.”
A shot of fear hit my chest like a bolt, and I realized it was coming from Bryan, whose knee was resting against mine. I glanced up to see him biting his lip and looking pale. What was the big deal? Why didn’t he just tell Shawn that he hadn’t had a chance to ask me? It’s not like I wanted to go anyway. I’d rather have him come over to watch a DVD or something.
“Um…well…” Bryan hedged. “I’m going…but not with Cady.”
I felt like the bench I was sitting on dropped out from under me, sending me into free fall. A pained look crossed his face as he tried to explain to me, but his words made no sense. Girlfriend? Flying in from Portland? Planned months ago?
My belly roiled and the smell of the ranch dressing was making me want to hurl. I mumbled an excuse and left the table, dropping my lunch —tray and all —into the garbage can.
I burst through the bathroom door, nearly hitting some girl in my rush to get to a stall where I locked myself in and sat down hard on the seat. What in the hell just happened? I asked myself, hot tears dripping onto my lap. How could I be so stupid? Here I thought Bryan was this great guy, but really he’d been playing me. He has a girlfriend back in Portland? Don’t you think he could have told me that before ramming his tongue down my throat? I sobbed silently, feeling my life slide back down into the shit-pile it had been ever since my sister died. Maybe this was karma’s way of biting me back for trying to be happy before my sister was even cold in the ground.
When I heard Bronwyn come in asking if anyone had seen me, I tucked my feet up out of sight until she left. Girls came and went from the bathroom through the rest of the lunch hour. I knew there was a line waiting to use the toilets —I could sense their impatience —but I refused to vacate my stall. The bell rang indicating the end of lunch. Five minutes later it rang again signaling the start of sixth period. I was alone at last.
I wadded up a bunch of toilet paper and wiped at my face. I dropped it in the bowl and flushed. As I left the stall, I met my gaze in the mirror, cringing at the sight of my red-blotchy face under the harsh florescent lights. No way was I going back to class.
Leaving the bathroom, I walked to my locker to get my backpack from where I’d stashed it before lunch. On my way out of the school, I passed Ms. Schilton, my freshman English teacher. She opened her mouth as if to ask for my hall-pass, but something in my expression must have warned her to back off.
When I got in my car, I turned the ignition and let the engine idle. Where would I go? It was too early to go to the shelter. I didn’t have to be there until four. No way was I going home. A note from my mother left on the kitchen table this morning told me that the cleaning lady was coming in, and I should gather up my laundry. The last thing I wanted was to have my pity party interrupted by some stranger vacuuming my bedroom.
I put the car in gear and drove out of the lot. Without really thinking about it, I found myself pulling up in front of Jinx’s house. As I walked up her sidewalk, she opened the door for me.
“Must’ve heard me coming, huh?” I said with a forced, humorless laugh.
“Oh, honey, what happened?”
I flopped down on her couch, not bothering to move the newspaper that was left there. The dog yipped and cuddled next to my feet. I wanted to tell her, but my mouth refused to form the words.
“Oh, no!” Jinx exclaimed sitting down beside me. “He has a girlfriend?”
“Well, that’s one benefit of having a friend who can read minds,” I muttered. I reached down to pet the dog. He snuggled in closer, laying on top of my sneaker now.
“That makes no sense. You should have heard his thoughts last night. He was so into you! And that kiss…”
“You eavesdropped on our kiss?” I stared at her wide-eyed.
Jinx fiddled with clasping and unclasping her charm bracelet. “Well, it was hard not to. You two broadcasted your thoughts so loudly.”
I wanted to be mad at her for invading my privacy, but who was I to judge? I’m sure people wouldn’t like knowing that I could read their emotions either.
“So, are you going to tell me what he was thinking about?” I asked.
Jinx shook her head. “No way. I learned a long time ago to keep the details of people’s thoughts to myself. Let’s just say he wasn’t thinking about anyone but you.”
I wanted to press her, but I understood she was trying to respect Bryan’s privacy. What would it matter anyway? He has a girlfriend, so it’s not like I have any future with him now.
“What’s your dog’s name?” I asked as a way to change the subject.
“Pavlov.”
“Nice.” I scooped Pavlov up and hugged him to my chest. He wiggled and wagged so excitedly you’d think he’d just won the lottery. “He’s a Pomeranian, right?”
“Pom-Poo…half Pomeranian, half Poodle. So how was school today? I don’t mean the Bryan stuff...I mean the empathy.”
I set the dog down and watched it trot off toward his leopard print doggie bed. “It’s still really annoying, but I think I’m starting to understand it a bit more.”
I filled her in about my experiment at the pizza parlor. “I figure my range is about ten feet. I also notice that the sensations are more intense if I’m touching a person.”
Jinx nodded. “That happens with me too. When I make direct contact, it’s like tuning a radio and all of a sudden you hit the perfect frequency. That one message is so strong that it blocks out the messages from everyone else around me.”
From the pocket of my jean jacket Florence Welch sung out. I fished my mobile out and checked the caller ID. It was Bryan. Lit class just got out. My finger hit the button to silence the ringer without answering.
“Not going to talk to him?” Jinx asked, a wrinkle of disapproval forming between her brows.
“No, he can wait. I just don’t want to think about him right now.”
She sighed. “Okay, then, how much time do you have? We could work on teaching you how to create blocks to keep emotions out if you want.”
“Sure, I have two hours before I have to be at work,” I replied.
“I’ll go get us some sodas and then we’ll get started,” she said patting my knee as she bounced off to the kitchen.
A short vibration buzzed from my phone, indicating a text message. I peeked at the screen.
“WE NEED TO TALK.”
I ignored it. I knew on some level that I was acting childish. It’s not like he’d been my boyfriend or anything. He could go to the stupid dance with anyone he wanted. It’s just that I really thought he liked me. Now, I had to wonder whether he was just being nice to me because Lony died and he felt sorry for me.
“IF YOU DON’T ANSWER, I’M GONNA HAVE TO TXT THE WHOLE STORY TO YOU & WILL TAKE ALL DAY…”
I jabbed the off button hard. Let him text until his thumbs bleed. Didn’t mean I had to read it.
Jinx returned with two Diet Pepsis, set the drinks on top of a stack of mail strewn across the top of the coffee table and dragged a chair up so that she sat across from me, our knees a foot apart.
“Okay…so learning how to block signals takes practice. You might get a bit of a headache at first, but like any other muscle, once you get used to using your mind in this way, it’ll get stronger and it won’t bother you anymore.”
I nodded.
“Now, tell me what you are sensing from me right now.”
I studied the woman in front of me, sitting cross legged. I wasn’t getting much of anything off of her. Dressed in a pair of ancient Levi’s and an apple green t-shirt, her springy hair tangled up into a bun held in place by a couple of wooden pencils, Jinx appeared to be totally at ease.
“I don’t feel much from you. Just a general feeling of contentment,” I said.
She grinned, “Good! I’ve been feeling very even-keel today —not too happy, but not upset or anything either. Now, I’m going to think about something that will change my mood. Let me know what you feel.”
She lowered her gaze to her lap, but her face remained perfectly neutral. I wondered again how old she was. Her oval-shaped face was un-lined, but her eyes held wisdom in their depths, giving her an ageless feel.
After a moment, the atmosphere in the room changed. Low levels of vibration tickled my mind. I tasted them with my sixth sense.
“There’s something…not quite sadness…more like nostalgia. Longing?”
Jinx giggled and the vibrations changed to a warm happiness. “That’s so cool! I was thinking about my mother. She died when I was so young that it’s hard to feel sad about it. I just sort of miss her, you know? I always wondered what it would be like if she had lived. Let’s try another one!”
She steadied her face again and concentrated. This time the buzzing grew with tension. My pulse increased a little.
“Anger?” I asked. “Frustration?”
“Yep,” she said, letting the emotion fade. “My cell phone company completely screwed up my bill this month and I spent half of the morning yesterday on the phone with —” she raised her fingers in air quotes “ —customer service, which was really just a call center in Bangalore or someplace.”
I was pretty pleased with myself. Maybe this empathy thing wouldn’t be so bad when I got used to it. I picked up my soda and took a long swig, letting the effervescence tingle the inside of my mouth before swallowing.
“All right,” Jinx continued, “I’m going to summon that same feeling again, only I want you to try to block me.”
“How?” I asked.
She pursed her lips together and squinted. “I don’t know. That is, I don’t know how to describe it. It’s second nature to me now. Okay…use your mind to feel the signal that I’m broadcasting.” She must have turned her thoughts back on Bangalore because the frustration meter ramped up again. “Can you feel it?”
“Yes,” I replied. My eyes drifted closed. Slowly, I reached the tendrils of my mind out to touch the emotions between us. I felt around them, stroking the edges, letting them lap at me like waves rolling and retreating on the wet sand of a beach.
“Now,” she whispered, trying not to break my concentration. “Block me.”
I flexed my mind, squeezing my fists tightly. The sand on my inner beach began to rise, holding the waves back. I could still feel the vibrations out there, but they couldn’t quite reach me. The muscles in my abdomen and shoulders flexed to lend my mind additional strength, but after about thirty seconds, I lost my grip and Jinx’s frustration came pouring through.
“Stop!” I shouted a little louder than I’d meant to.
Jinx let her thoughts fade back to neutral. “That’s good…really good! You actually had me blocked there for a while. How do you feel?”
The “little headache” that she’d warned me about was actually an ice pick being pounded into my frontal lobe. I rubbed my temples in slow circles.
“Ah, your head hurts. Told you that would happen. Want me to get you an Ibuprophen?”
I shook my head. “No, I’ll be okay. Let’s do it again.”
 



 
Chapter 21
 
 
As I pulled into the parking lot outside the shelter, my brain trembled with a full blown migraine. I accepted some pain reliever from Jinx before leaving her house, and she assured me that the ache would go away soon, but I wished I could go home and crawl into bed. I was ready for this day to end.
Bronwyn’s car was parked in the lot, too. The mortification I felt at lunch seeped back. God, how could I have let Bryan lead me on like that? I chastised myself silently for not asking him about his girlfriend status when we first started talking.
Maybe, I’d get lucky and Bronwyn wouldn’t bring it up.
“Hi, Cady,” Gina said as I walked in the front door. She had her school books splayed out in front of her on the front desk. She worked at the shelter as a vet tech while in veterinary school.
“I can watch the desk for you,” I offered, knowing that it was Gina’s least favorite job.
“Nah,” she replied, biting on the end of her pen. “It’s been really slow today, so I don’t have much else to do. Dr. Kristy is doing paperwork and Bronwyn was waiting for you to come so you guys can walk the dogs together.”
I nodded. “Okay.”
I stopped by the break room to stash my backpack before heading out to the kennels. At the sound of the door hinges, the dogs went nuts, barking and wagging their tails to get attention. Bronwyn was refilling water dishes that had been drained or tipped over during the day.
“Hey,” I said.
“Oh, hi,” she replied, the compassionate look on her face echoed the soft waves of worry coming from her. “How are you? I tried calling.”
“Oh, yeah. My phone’s off.”
Her brows crinkled together in reproof. “So you haven’t talked to Bryan then?”
I sighed. “No, and I’m not going to either.”
“Cady —”
“Save it, Bron,” I snapped a little louder than I’d intended. I felt a twinge of hurt flash off Bronwyn, but it was gone just as quickly. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
She sighed and rolled her eyes to the heavens. “Okay, fine. But I want the record to reflect that I think you should hear him out.”
“Noted.”
I walked over to the leash cabinet and began untangling a few that had fallen to the bottom. By the time Bronwyn finished with the water bowls, I had six dogs leashed up and ready to go.
“So,” she said, as the dogs tugged us along in their excitement. “You haven’t told me how school is going for you since you’ve been back.”
What could I say? While not as fanatic as her parents, Bronwyn’s faith in religion was pretty strong. She wouldn’t even read the horoscopes in the newspaper because she believed they were demonic. How would she react to the revelation that I could feel her emotions vibrating off of her whenever she stepped within my aura field? Would she think I’m possessed or something?
I just shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess. No, actually, it sucks, but I can feel it getting better.”
“Understandable,” she replied. A lab mix that I didn’t know spotted a squirrel and yanked hard on her arm. “Patch! Stop it!”
The errant dog ducked his head and fell back in step beside her. With the subject of Bryan off limits, we settled into an easy conversation about school gossip. After suffering through the wild emotional mood swings brought on by other people, it was nice walking through the woods with my best friend. I’d always thought of her as an even-keel, peaceful person, but now I had firsthand knowledge to back it up. Her cheerfulness brushed along my skin with soft, steady touches. Only when the dogs did something naughty did they stir, like a pebble in a pool of water. I almost felt normal again.
After making our circuit three times with different sets of dogs, we brought the animals inside for the night, tucking them into their indoor kennels. To my pleasure, Bronwyn didn’t mention Bryan again. That was one thing I really loved about her. She never pushed me to talk about things I wanted to avoid.
The peaceful feeling brought on by my best friend was lost the moment I pulled into my driveway. This time, I had no one else to blame for my nervous heart palpitations. Bryan sat on my front steps, the porch light shining down on him as he sat playing some game on his phone. He put it away and stood as I approached.
“Hi, Cady,” he said. He genuinely felt miserable. I could feel it pooling in my gut. Good.
“Bryan,” I replied with a tightness to my voice. I was in no mood to go easy on him, no matter how badly he felt.
He jammed his hands in his pants pockets. “I’ve been texting you all day.”
“I know.”
“You didn’t reply.”
“I didn’t read them.”
He shook his head and gazed at the ground between our feet. His frustration was making my arms break out in goose bumps.
“Cady, will you just give me a chance to explain?”
I placed my fists on my hips. “Fine. You have exactly one minute, then I’m going in to bed. I’ve had a long day.”
He sighed. “Look, Monica and I dated for a few months before I moved here. It wasn’t even all that serious, but we’d been friends before that and when I left, we decided to go back to being just friends.”
“But she’s flying halfway across the country to go to a stupid dance with you? Yeah, that sounds like just a casual thing a friend might do.”
Bryan’s posture slumped and sparks of annoyance shot out from him. “Before school started, I was miserable here. Didn’t know anyone or have anywhere to hang out. I was so bored!” He ran his hand through his hair and blew out a heavy breath from his mouth. “I spent pretty much all of my time on Skype talking to my old friends. Monica had this idea that it might cheer me up to have a date for my first Homecoming here. Her family has money, so it wasn’t that big of a deal for her to score airfare to come out for a weekend. I only agreed because I was lonely.”
Recalling how lonesome Bryan had appeared that first afternoon in the library, my indignation started to falter.
He must have sensed it, because he stepped forward to take up my hands in his and continued. “She booked the tickets months ago, before I even met you. I’m not even all that into dances and things, but if I have to go, I’d rather it be with you.”
The sincerity in his voice was intensified by the warmth in my belly. I hated to admit it, but I could see his point. How could he let this girl come all of the way out to Iowa to see him and not take her to the dance?
“I don’t know why you’re explaining to me anyway,” I said in a huff, “It’s not like I have some claim over you.”
“You don’t?” he asked with a playful grin. “I’d say you have plenty of claim over me.” He wrapped his arms around my waist and drew me to his chest.
The proximity of his scent and the warmth of his sentiment won me over. Being in direct contact with his skin made it impossible for me to resist. I lifted my arms up around his shoulders and rested my head on his chest, his heart thumping in time to the waves of affection that he was unknowingly sending through my body. We stood there holding each other and swaying slightly with the breeze for a long moment.
“So,” he whispered into my hair, “I think I have a solution for my little dance predicament.”
“Hmm?” I replied with my eyes closed so I could concentrate on the beat of his heart.
“Well, I have a plan, but I’ll have to fill you in on it later. I need to get home now. My mother wants me there for dinner tonight. Joy. Joy.” He rolled his eyes.
“Okay. I’ll talk to you later,” I said, rising on my tip-toes for a kiss before he left.
Once inside the house, I shucked my shoes and went to the kitchen to fix something to eat. I was squeezing the unnaturally-orange-but-incredibly-tasty cheese into the pot of boiled macaroni when Aaron came bounding up the basement steps.
“Hey,” he grunted, dipping his finger through the river of fake cheese and licking it off.
“Ew! You better have clean hands.” I shoved him away.
He laughed. “Just took a shower.”
His hair was damp.
“Do you want any?” I offered.
“Nah,” he said, tying his shoes. “Going over to Trent’s house for a Call of Duty marathon.”
“Maybe you should try a homework marathon one of these nights.”
“You’re so funny!” he mocked before running out the door.
I was pouring mac and cheese into a bowl when from upstairs I heard the clatter of shattering glass and the boom of something heavy falling on the floor. Mom! Abandoning my bowl, I ran up the steps two at a time and burst into my mom’s bedroom without knocking.
“Mom?” I called out. The flickering light coming from the TV was the only light in the room, but I could see her bed was empty, the covers pulled back and resting half on the floor.
A moan sounded from the direction of the closed bathroom door.
I knocked, my other hand poised on the knob, ready to fling it open. Tendrils of fear, self-loathing and pain snaked through from inside, threatening to cut off my breathing, but around the edges of the emotions I detected the fuzziness of intoxication.
“Mom, are you okay? Can I come in?”
I heard her mumble something and then the word “fine.” She didn’t sound fine. I turned the knob and opened the door.
On the floor next to the shower, my mother was sprawled out naked and dripping blood from dozens of tiny cuts all over her arms, hands and torso. Silvery shards of mirrored glass were scattered on the sink and the tile and glinted off of her skin.
“Holy shit, Mom! What happened?”
“Dun know...slip...outta nowhere...” she mumbled, her eyes glassy and her hands flailing wildly. The wall above the sink held only an empty frame, making the room feel small.
I leaned in, careful not to step on glass in my stocking feet, inspecting her wounds. From my vantage, none looked overly serious, but each trickled several inches of crimson fluid. My mother’s eyes drifted closed, and she continued to mumble unintelligibly. She was a mess, but she’d survive.
Frustration began to overtake my worry. I concentrated on bringing my emotional shields up and locking them into place just as Jinx taught me. I knew I’d end up with one heck of a headache later, but I didn’t need Mom’s depression and drunken stupor killing my post-Bryan buzz.
“Mom, we have to get you out of the glass before you cut yourself more.” I reached to help her up, but my hands slipped on the rivers of blood trailing her arms. This wasn’t going to work.
“Don’t move.”
I ran to the bedroom closet where I yanked on a pair of my mother’s tennis shoes. Grabbing a pair of slippers and a bathrobe for her, I hurried back to her side.
Mom cried, snot and slobber rolling down over her chin. I bent to put the slippers on her feet. I may have had the right and left mixed up, but at least there would be some protection for when she stood up...if I could get her to stand anyway.
My nose wrinkled at the scent of blood and alcohol and unwashed body. With my eyes averted as much as possible from her nakedness, I brushed the loose glass from her skin and wrapped the robe around her. “Come on, Mom, work with me here...” I grunted, trying to thread her arms into the sleeves while she continued to fidget.
When she was reasonably covered, I took a towel down from the rack and swept as much of the glass away from her bare legs and bottom as possible.
“I need to get you to the bedroom, Mom. You have to stand and walk.” She nodded, but her eyes were closed, and I had doubts whether she really understood.
Standing behind her sitting form, I gripped my mother by the underarms and began to lift. “Mom, stand up. That’s right, move your leg...no, the other one...that’s good...”
With Herculean effort, I managed to get my mother into her bedroom and deposited onto a reading chair in the corner. She slumped back like a ragdoll, all loose limbed and boneless. The blood was going to completely ruin the powder blue upholstery, but I couldn’t care less.
“Stay here,” I told her. “I’m going to call 911.”
“No!” she yelled.
With the jolt of her fear pounding against my shields, my head snapped around to look at her. The word must have shocked her too because her eyes flashed a moment of lucidity before she collapsed into another fit of sobs.
“Don fine me lik dis,” she slurred.
My heart cracked remembering my mother as she used to be, the perfect picture of the career woman, all manicured and styled. Could that really be her slouched in front of me, her bloody robe open, her papery skin hanging on her emaciated skeleton? Had she always been gray? Regular hair appointments ensured I’d never seen her roots before, but now almost an inch of ashy growth framed her face.
No, I couldn’t let anyone find her like this.
“Fine, but you have to work with me here. I’ll need to inspect your cuts and make sure all of the glass is out. If you make this hard on me or if you need stitches, I’ll have to take you in to the hospital. Understand?”
I realized I was talking to her like she was a child, but she nodded and tried to sit up straighter.
“Be right back.”
I returned a few minutes later, arms loaded with first-aid items to discover my mother passed out cold in the chair. Maybe it was better this way. I lowered my mental shields, not needing them anymore. A sharp headache immediately ricocheted through my brain, setting my teeth on edge. I took a few deep breaths to steady myself. I turned on the overhead light and dragged over a reading lamp so I could spotlight in on any glints of mirror. Starting at her shoulders and working down I cleansed, disinfected and bandaged. Several times I had to use the tweezers to fish shards from her skin. Thankfully, none of the cuts looked deep enough to require stitches, but she would have lots of scars. I made a mental note to pick her up some of that scar reducing cream next time I went to the grocery store.
At some point during my ministrations, I had to drag my mother to the floor so I could reach her backside. When she was cleaned and wrapped like a mummy, I turned her on her side, tucked a pillow under her head, and covered her with a blanket. I considered cleaning up the mess of blood and glass from the bathroom, but I was tired, my head pounded and part of me wanted her to see the mess she’d made when she sobered up.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
 
“I can’t believe I let Bryan talk me into this,” Aaron muttered as he straightened his tie in front of the mirror in our foyer. He agreed to the tie after fierce negotiations where I ended up agreeing to write his Great Expectations essay. “Who is this chick again?”
“Monica…something. She’s Bryan’s ex-girlfriend,” I replied, fiddling with the strap on my heels.
In the days since “the incident” Mom refused to speak about it to me. When I’d come home from school the following day, she was asleep in her bed. A glance into the bathroom showed it to be perfectly clean. In fact, if it weren’t for the missing mirror, I might have thought I’d imagined the whole thing. I started to smile, thinking my mom had it together enough to clean up after herself, but then I remembered the house keeper had been there that day. I groaned thinking of the horrible mess left for her. I called my dad and asked him to cut a check for the maid for an additional hundred dollars. He had sort of taken over the whole money thing for the household since Mom obviously wasn’t doing it. He agreed to the tip without asking why, a fact for which I was supremely grateful.
Anyway, I hadn’t had time to shop for a Homecoming dress, so that morning, after an hour of debating with myself, I’d raided Lony’s closet. Her bedroom door had been closed since the funeral, entombing her citrusy scent inside. My heart hurt, as if breaking the seal to her room would somehow allow her spirit to leave us forever.
An eerie feeling snaked up my spine as I took in the familiar bedroom. Several clothing items were strewn across her bed and on the floor, reminding me of the three times she had changed before we’d gone out on the night of her accident. I fingered a cotton sweater on her bed, her first choice of outfit that night, and wondered whether things would’ve been different had she decided to wear this instead. We might have gotten out of the house ten minutes earlier, met up with her friends ten minutes earlier, maybe gone on the hike through the woods ten minutes earlier. We could have been a mile away from the tracks by the time that train rolled through.
Lony and I have shared clothes our whole lives, so going into her closet shouldn’t have bothered me, but it did. I used to yell at her for taking my things without asking. Now, I was the one doing it to her.
“Sorry, Lon,” I muttered out loud in case she could hear me on some level.
Lony’s closet had enough clothes in it for five people, and all of it stuffed in haphazardly. I rifled through as best as I could until my fingers latched onto a dress that would work. It was the color of lilac blossoms and the fabric was just as delicate. The hem of the tiered skirt just barely reached the knee and the fitted top highlighted my figure. My sister had only worn it once, and that was to Cane’s cousin’s wedding or something, so I could get away with recycling it for a school event. After a little more digging, I even found a light jacket to pair with it.
Before leaving her room, I stole another glance around. I suppose at some point, my mother would need to get rid of Lony’s things, although no one mentioned it yet. My eyes moistened at the thought of all traces of my sister being stripped away in favor of some generic looking guest room.
“I don’t know why I even agreed to do this,” Aaron complained for the four millionth time. “I hate dances! And things better not get awkward between you and this Monica girl. If this turns into a pissing contest over Bryan, I’m coming back home.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, assuring my brother as much as myself. “Bryan says everything will be cool. Maybe you’ll even like her.”
Aaron sighed and mumbled, “Like that would do me any good with her living across the country.”
I rolled my eyes. Whine much?
The sound of Bryan’s car pulling into my driveway sent me to the mirror to check my hair one last time. I had curled the whole thing and pinned the sides up so that it cascaded down my back like a waterfall. I even put on make-up for the first time in forever. Although I hated to admit it to myself, part of the reason I wanted to look good was so I could hold my own next to Monica.
Aaron opened the door to let Bryan in. He was wearing a pair of black dress pants and a pale green button down shirt with a silver tie. The leather scent from his long, black jacket added to his normal sandalwood, making my head light and fuzzy. In his hands was a small plastic carton containing a corsage.
“Whoa,” he whispered. Sparks of happiness jolted off of him, making me blush. I guess he likes the dress.
“Thanks. You look nice too.”
“Here,” he said, getting the corsage out of the carton and tying it around my wrist. It was a white orchid threaded with streaks of purple mounted on a lavender ribbon. Once the bow was secured, Bryan gathered me in his arms for a long, slow kiss. The warmth of his affection ran through my limbs.
“If you two are going to make out all night, I’m staying home,” Aaron warned.
I flashed him a dirty look.
“We should go anyway,” Bryan replied. “Monica’s back at my house. She wasn’t quite ready, so I offered to swing back to pick her up on our way to dinner. Besides, my mom wants to meet you.”
My heart did a somersault in my chest. Meet his mother? Good thing that would be before dinner, so I wouldn’t accidentally hurl on her shoes.
Bryan helped me into my jacket, and the three of us walked out to the car.
“Nice ride,” Aaron commented with genuine appreciation while sliding into the back of the dark, shiny SUV.
“It’s my mother’s,” Bryan explained, backing out of the drive. “She let me borrow it for the night. I thought it’d be more comfortable. I think it looks like something a Secret Service agent would use to tail the President.”
I sank into the leather passenger seat and listened to the boys talk about their favorite cars. I’d never been to Bryan’s house before, but I had a pretty good idea from the neighborhood that Bryan’s parents had some major cash. His street was lined with huge homes with sprawling, manicured lawns. My nervousness returned as he pulled into a circular driveway in front of a modern, two-story house made of pale brick. The sun had just disappeared over the horizon, but every light in the house was on. These people obviously didn’t have to worry about paying their electric bills.
“Wow, you live here?”
“Yeah,” Bryan replied with a sigh. He felt embarrassed, but I wasn’t sure if that was due to his ostentatious house or his mother standing in the doorway waving at us.
I climbed out of the SUV and straightened my skirt before following Bryan up the walk.
“Mom, this is Cady and her brother Aaron.”
“It’s nice to meet you both,” his mother said with a warm smile. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
“It’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. Sullivan,” I replied, shaking her cool hand. She was taller than me, but not by much, and her eyes were exactly the same dark pools as Bryan’s. Sensing a faint stirring of nerves coming from her went a long way toward easing mine. She wanted to make a good impression on me, too.
“Call me Joan, please.” She stepped aside and gestured for us to enter. “Come on in. I told Monica you’re here. She’ll be right down.”
The foyer was as big as my whole bedroom and twice as tall. An open staircase of dark, polished wood stretched up to the second story. It looked like the kind of staircase a Disney princess would float down on in a frothy gown to meet her Prince Charming for the ball. Knowing that was just the entrance that Monica would make soon didn’t cheer me at all.
Bryan wrapped his arm loosely around my waist while Joan made polite conversation with my brother about his college plans. As far as I knew he didn’t have any, so I was surprised when he mentioned applying to a graphic design program in Minneapolis.
“I’ve never seen you in a dress before. You look beautiful,” Bryan whispered into my ear, making my neck tingle. “Maybe we could drop Aaron and Monica off at the dance and find some place to be alone.”
“Shhh,” I replied, my cheeks burning. Not that it didn’t sound like a good idea, but the last thing I needed was for his mother to overhear him talking to me that way.
“And how about you, Cady?” Joan asked. “Have you given any thought to college yet?”
I opened my mouth to respond, but the words caught in my throat at the sight of the most gorgeous girl I’d ever seen walking down that fabulous staircase. She was built tall and willowy with legs that went on forever. She wore her blond hair in a short pixie cut, the kind only fashion models could pull off. Her dress was a strapless jade green with a short skirt that might have looked trashy on anyone else, but on her was glamorous.
“Hi,” she called out. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” She strolled past me to Aaron. “So you must be my date.”
Aaron stared at her, corsage in hand and lips parted. You didn’t need to be an empath to feel the heat coming off of him. My foot itched to kick him in the shin.
“You’re Monica?” he asked, his voice cracking like a thirteen-year-old.
She nodded and gave a sly grin. “I sure am. Is that for me?”
Aaron looked at the corsage in his hands as if he didn’t know how it had gotten there. “Uh, yeah.”
Her corsage was one meant to be pinned to the dress, meaning the only place to attach it was directly above her breast. His fingers fumbled with the pin, obviously struggling to keep his mind out of the gutter and on the task at hand. The combination of his terror and arousal was making my hands tremble. Monica seemed to be enjoying his discomfort a little too much for my tastes.
“Let me do that before you stab yourself,” I said, stepping forward to take the pin out of his hand. Aaron looked relieved.
I stood in front of Monica uneasily while she grinned down at me. She had to be at least five foot ten and in her heels, she towered over me. Her feeling of superiority made my jaw clench. The differences between us were glaringly obvious, and I didn’t appreciate having to look up to speak to her.
“Here you go,” I said, securing the flower to her dress.
“Thanks,” she replied, refocusing on my brother. I knew I’d been dismissed.
I stepped back to my place beside Bryan again, needing to get some distance from Monica’s vibes of over confidence. Seeing me, she obviously didn’t feel any need to worry. It made me wonder if she truly was over Bryan or if she just didn’t see me as competition.
I didn’t have to wait long to find out the answer. When Monica turned her gaze on Bryan, I was struck by a heady combination of desire, jealousy and yes —a little bit of love. Not that her face betrayed any of this. Monica’s lips curled into a cool smile. Her passion made me feel like vomiting.
“So, Bryan,” she said, “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”
A ripple of tension rolled off of him. “Oh, yeah. This is Cady. Cady, this is my friend, Monica.”
“Nice to meet you,” I choked out, hoping my plastic grin didn’t look too unnatural. Monica surveyed me and that annoying confidence came raging back. My belly tightened with humiliation.
“Well, should we go?” She said it like a question, but we all sort of knew it was a command. Monica slipped a silk jacket on, and we all followed her out of the house like lemmings. Bryan’s mom waved to us from the door as we pulled out of the drive.
Neither Bryan nor I said much on the way to the Italian restaurant where he had reserved a table for us. Monica prattled on in the back seat, asking my brother questions like she was interested in him, but I knew it was for show. I can’t explain it really, but I could feel her trying to make Bryan jealous. She would be looking Aaron in the eyes and smiling at him as he spoke, but the waves of her emotions were rolling toward Bryan. It was the first time I realized I could actually sense the direction of the vibrations, adding a whole new level of insight for me. As far as I could tell, Bryan didn’t seem to be reacting to her. He held my hand, stroking his guitar calloused thumb in slow circles on the back of my hand, and watched the road.
At the restaurant, we followed the hostess to a table in the back corner of the room. Bryan gave me a reassuring grin as he held my chair out for me. I took a deep breath to clear the tension in my chest. Bryan likes me, I told myself. I have nothing to worry about.
The restaurant was busy, about half of the customers being other kids going out before Homecoming. It was a popular date option for students because the atmosphere was elegant, but the prices weren’t too high. Bryan waved at a couple of guys from the jazz band, and Aaron excused himself for a minute to go talk to Trent, who was there with some sophomore girl.
Monica was seated directly in front of me. I already knew what I wanted to order, but I scanned the menu anyway to keep from watching her. Monica didn’t bother opening hers. The weight of her stare was making me itch.
“So, Cady,” she said, her tone dripping with friendliness, “Bryan hasn’t told me anything about you. What’s your story?”
I wasn’t sure what to say. My mind was completely blank, and I’m sure it showed on my face. Luckily, Bryan rescued me.
“Cady is the first friend I made when school started,” he explained. “We have a class together, but she never noticed me. For days, I stared at the back of her head and wanted to talk to her, but then I literally ran into her in the library. Not my smoothest move, but she didn’t hold it against me.”
My heart warmed at his admission that he was interested in me even before we officially met. Maybe I really didn’t have anything to worry about with Monica.
“Did Bryan ever tell you how he and I met?” she asked.
Bryan never mentioned you, I thought to myself. “No, he didn’t.”
“We were only about seven years old. Our fathers were both working for the same investment firm at the time, and his family came over to our Fourth of July picnic. He was this scrawny little thing who wouldn’t talk.” She laughed with her mouth open, showing her pearly teeth.
Bryan gave her a mock glare, but then smiled. “I told you,” he explained to me. “I was home schooled, so I didn’t have a lot of experience with other kids, much less with girls.”
“So, my sister and I thought it’d be fun to dress him up,” she continued. “We took him up to our room and made him put on this little yellow dress. We clipped barrettes in his hair and put on some of our mother’s lipstick. We wanted blush too, but couldn’t find any, so we smudged the lipstick on his cheeks. He looked like some warped version of a drag queen!”
“Don’t listen to her,” he said squeezing my hand lightly. “I looked hot.”
“I bet you did,” I replied, rolling my eyes.
“When we had him all dressed up, we wanted to make a big production about showing him off, so my sister, who was like ten at the time got out her portable CD player and her Grease Soundtrack —”
“Yeah, yeah,” Bryan interrupted. “They made me parade around the backyard in front of everyone to the song ‘Look at Me, I’m Sandra Dee.’ Real hilarious.”
I had to admit, it was funny, and I giggled along with Monica.
“My brother never let me live that down either,” he muttered.
Aaron returned to our table just as the waiter appeared. I ordered the veggie lasagna which came in a slice almost as large as the plate. Monica got a Caesar salad with the dressing on the side. She would dunk her fork in the dressing before stabbing her lettuce. I guess I understood now how she was so thin.
After dinner, we headed over to the high school. The cafeteria was transformed by the magic of the school Spirit Committee. The tables had all been folded away, leaving only some folding chairs in different areas of the room for people to sit in when they got sick of dancing. The florescent lights were off, the only illumination coming from thousands of white Christmas lights laced around the ceiling and dripping down the walls. A long table at one end had punch and soda being served by some student volunteers, and a couple strategically placed bins of dry ice sent billows of fog rolling over the floor.
“Do you dance?” Monica shouted to Aaron over the up-tempo pop music.
He nodded, taking her hand and leading her out to the dance floor. I’d never seen my brother dance before, but he managed to pull it off without looking any worse than anyone else. Monica undulated next to him, a little too closely.
Across the room, I spotted a photographer taking pictures of the couples. “Let’s get our picture taken.” I suggested.
“Sure,” Bryan shrugged.
Walking across the room, I tensed up at the onslaught of emotions coming from the crowd. Luckily, most of the students were in good moods. When I got within range of the dancers though, the elation coming off of them made my head dizzy. I clutched Bryan’s arm. The direct contact helping to filter some of the emotional pollution out.
“You okay?” he yelled.
I nodded and led him away from the dancers.
“Are you sure?” he asked. “You looked like you were going to faint for a minute there. Do you want me to get you something to drink?”
My body was still a little woozy. “Just some punch, I think.”
“Be right back.”
Bryan threaded his way through the crowd, while I staked a claim on the wall. This was only the second dance I’d been to, and the only semi-formal. Lony had made me go with her to the back-to-school dance at the beginning of our freshman year. It was okay until she latched onto some cute boy and left me alone for the rest of the night.
I spotted Shawn and Angelique coming toward me from the dance floor. They were both breathing heavy and damp with sweat. Shawn was dressed like a 1920’s gangster and Angelique wore a vintage flapper dress, complete with the matching headband wrapped around her forehead.
“Hey, girl!” Shawn called out. “Where’d your hot date go?”
“To get me something to drink. You guys having fun?”
Angelique draped her arm around Shawn’s shoulders. “Are you kidding? This DJ is incredible! Every song he has played so far has been killer!”
“How’re your brother and the ex getting along?” Shawn asked, after Angelique excused herself to use the restroom.
I gestured for him to take a look for himself. Aaron and Monica were wrapped up in each other grinding like they’ve been lovers for years. Aaron had this stupid grin on his face like he won the lottery or something. I gave them five minutes before some chaperone went over and broke them up.
“Whoa!” Shawn replied. “She’s cute.”
“She’s more than cute,” I pointed out honestly, unable to mask the hostility in my voice. “She still has the hots for Bryan too.”
“Did she say something to you?”
“She didn’t have to,” I answered. “Call it intuition.”
Bryan returned holding two plastic cups of pink punch. I sniffed and noticed right away that someone had spiked it. Oh, well, I thought, raising it to my lips and drinking it anyway. The strawberry liquid burned down my throat.
“Woah, that’s strong!” Bryan exclaimed after gulping his down.
“Yeah, I saw a few of the football players dumping Smirnoff in the bowl a while ago,” said Shawn.
We talked for a few minutes more before Angelique returned and danced Shawn away.
Bryan took my empty cup and tossed it with his into the garbage. “Come on. Let’s get our picture taken.”
We walked over to the photography area and stood in the short line. When our turn came up, we positioned ourselves in front of a light blue backdrop and posed with our arms around each other. I knew from seeing other people’s homecoming pictures in the past that they always turned out cheesy, but I didn’t care. I was happy having Bryan by my side for the whole school to see.
A slow song came on and the crowd on the dance floor changed. New couples rotating in to rock back and forth with their dates as those who came stag sloughed off to find something to drink.
“Wanna dance?” Bryan asked.
I nodded and let him lead me out by the hand. I kept us on the edge of the crowd and my body in direct contact with his, so I wouldn’t be overcome by the emotions of the crowd again. Bryan pulled me into his arms, and I rested my head on his chest where I could hear his heart beat in time to the music.
Being so close blocked out the vibrations from the others, allowing me to tap fully into him. The same calm glow that I was used to from Bryan was there, but also something else, something that made my pulse quicken and caused me to press against him tighter. I let out a little gasp when I felt the evidence of what it was.
My body stirred in response to his, and I lifted my lips to meet his. His fingers roamed lightly over the exposed skin on my back and down my side. Our breathing turned shallow.
“Oh, Bryan,” I moaned as I pressed myself against him and rode the waves of his closeness.
“Thank you for coming with me tonight,” he said into my ear, his hot breath sending a shiver down my neck. “I hated the idea of having to take Monica.”
“Why?” I asked, “She’s gorgeous. All of the guys would’ve been jealous of you.”
Bryan shrugged. “She’s pretty, but she’s not you.” Bryan drew back to look me in the eyes. “I’m being honest here…I dated her because she was fun, but I never felt for her what I feel for you.” His hands tightened on my waist and his expression seemed to be waiting for a response. My head spun with the headiness of it all.
“I haven’t dated much,” I admitted. “But I’ve never liked anyone as much as I like you either.”
His mouth broke into a grin, and he bent to kiss me again.
After two slow songs, the DJ went back to fast ones, so we left the dance floor. My head swam as if intoxicated by him. Bryan steered me over to introduce me to Jeff and Tim, his friends from the jazz band. I remembered Tim from a biology class we had together the year before. He had a reputation for being a talented guitarist, and I’d heard he played in a band with some college guys. Tim’s date, Kelly Locke, lives down the street from me. We used to play with each other sometimes when we were kids. I didn’t catch the name of the mousey-looking girl standing next to Jeff. Her discomfort and self-consciousness was killing my buzz.
“What’re you guys doing after this?” Tim asked. “My parents are gone for the weekend, so I’m having a few people over. You can stop by if you want.”
Bryan looked at me and shrugged.
“I don’t think I really have a curfew,” I said. “My mom never notices me coming or going lately.”
“Okay, maybe we’ll stop by then,” Bryan told him. Tim texted Bryan his address.
The music paused after a song, and a little screech of feedback alerted me to the girl standing on a raised platform trying to get everyone’s attention.
“Excuse me!” she called out. It was Vanessa Moriarty, the Homecoming Queen and one of Lony’s cheerleading friends. “Can I have your attention?”
The room quieted to a low murmur.
“I’d like to take a few minutes to remember my good friend, Avalon Day, who tragically passed away in September.”
I groaned and Bryan took my hand.
“The tradition of Homecoming is one where students and alumni come together to celebrate our alma mater,” she read off an index card. “This year, Lony’s missing presence has affected us all. She was one of the nicest girls I’ve ever known, so fun and full of life. That’s why the Senior High cheer squad has put together a short memorial slide show to honor her memory. We’ll follow the show with a moment of silence.”
One of the cheerleaders rolled a projector out and shined it on a large screen hung against the wall. A shot of Lony’s sophomore yearbook picture flashed up and Sarah McLaughlin’s “I Will Remember You” started to play.
“I think I’m going to go to the bathroom,” I said to Bryan.
“Are you okay?” His concern lapping at my mind.
“I’m fine, really. I just need to walk. I’ll be back.”
 



 
Chapter 23
 
 
I slipped out the cafeteria door into the brightly lit hallway. Instead of going into the bathroom though, I headed out of the side doors toward an outdoor seating area. I sucked in the fresh night air and hugged my arms to fend off the autumn chill. Since the school sits on top of a hill, I had a pretty good view of the city lights.
A shuffle sound to my left caught my attention. I peeked around the corner of the building and saw the silhouette of a guy sitting on the grass alone, his face buried in his hands. I was too far away to judge his emotions, but I thought something might be wrong.
I walked slowly toward him. When I got within fifteen feet, he must have heard my footsteps and his head snapped up. It was Cane Matthews.
He jumped to his feet and held the wall of the school for support. He appeared to be tipsy. The expression on his face was one of shock, all round, glassy eyes and paleness. His mouth opened as if to say something, but no words came out.
“Cane…” I said, not knowing what to say to him. Ever since the accident, I got the distinct impression that he hated me, or at least hated looking at me.
“Oh, Cady,” he replied breathlessly. “You scared me. You’re wearing her dress.”
For the briefest of moments, he must have thought I was my sister. I continued walking forward, but once I stepped within range of his emotions, my stomach clenched up so tightly that I almost doubled over. He was a one-man hurricane of sorrow. I would’ve expected sadness, but the overwhelming guilt shocked me. What does he have to feel guilty about? My hands shook and the muscles in my shoulders compressed.
“It hurts to look at you,” he said, stepping up so close I could smell the booze on his breath. He reached up with his finger and traced my bottom lip.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, although whether I meant I was sorry for my looks or sorry for his loss, I couldn’t tell.
“I always thought you were prettier though,” he continued, his words slurring slightly. “Bet you never knew that. You’re so natural and carefree. Lony was so…polished.” He spit it out like a dirty word.
I trembled under the weight of the icy waves coming off his skin, and his drunkenness was making me dizzy. I thought about blocking him, but I didn’t want to give myself a blinding migraine and ruin the rest of my night.
Cane tightened his fists by his sides. “Don’t get me wrong, I cared about your sister. I did. But I just couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t take the fighting all the time.”
“W-what are you saying, Cane?”
He didn’t answer right away. His green eyes glazed with alcohol roamed over my face as if committing it to memory. Finally, he whispered, “I did something unforgivable.”
What in the hell is he talking about? My abdominal muscles ached from the tension between us, and pressure built up behind my eyes. I put my hand on the bricks of the building to keep myself upright and allowed my mind to flick back to that night.
I could see them walking along the tracks. I couldn’t hear their words, but Lony was gesturing wildly. She kept stopping like she wanted him to also, but he never did. He kept walking ahead of her with his hands jammed in his pockets, so she would have to rush to catch up. When the headlight on the train swept around the corner, both faces looked up in shock. At that point, a good twenty feet separated them. Cane moved first, jumping off the tracks. When Lony stood frozen, he turned back yelling at her to move. Lony snapped out of it and tried to flee, but her sandal caught on a rail and she fell down. Cane ran back toward her, but he was too late.
I squeezed my eyes to keep the tears from escaping. “Cane, I saw it. I remember every detail. You are not responsible for Lony getting hit by the train.”
He shook his head. His drunken dizziness slipped over me, making my head spin.
“You don’t understand,” he argued through clenched teeth, tugging on his hair in frustration. Now, anger filled him, adding to the mix. The cold burn of it filled my veins with ice water, causing me to hold the wall of the building for support. Cane turned on his heel and started in the direction of the parking lot.
“Cane, wait!” I yelled.
When he ignored me, I ran after him as quickly as my delicate shoes would allow, catching up to him just as he approached his truck. I grabbed his wrist as he reached for the door handle.
Cane spun me around and pressed my back up against the cold metal door. One arm was wrapped around my back, clutching my hair with his fist. The other hand pressed against the driver door, trapping me in place.
“It should have been me!” he hissed, his eyes moist with unshed tears.
The ferocity of his emotions froze me to the bone. My teeth chattered audibly.
“I fucked up, and it should have been me. If I hadn’t…” He trailed off.
“If you hadn’t what, Cane?” my voice shook. “There was nothing you could have done. What, do you wish you would’ve thrown yourself on the tracks too?”
“Maybe I should have! She didn’t deserve to die like that, with her heart broken.”
“What are you talking about?” My body trembled with the cold pulsing off of him. My headache was reaching migraine levels and causing my vision to blur. I couldn’t have blocked him now if I tried.
“I broke up with her,” Cane said through gritted teeth. “I told her that it was over, that I didn’t love her.”
I gasped, but couldn’t form any words.
“We were walking behind you guys, and she started in on me because she thought I was paying more attention to Carly Smith in the parking lot than to her.” His grip on my hair relaxed a bit, but he didn’t let me go.
I remembered the red-head from the parking lot.
“Lon was just mad because Carly and I know people that she didn’t, and she felt excluded by our conversation. I get that, but we’d been having the same sort of arguments repeatedly for months, and I was tired of it. Just because I talk to another girl, it doesn’t mean I’m interested in them. Carly is my second cousin, by the way, not that Lony asked before jumping to conclusions.”
Talking about that night seemed to be helping him, and I wondered if I was the first person he admitted any of this to. I had the distinct impression that I was somehow absorbing his anger. The waves of his emotions were still as cold, but were coming less intense now. Only in the places where he touched me did I feel any warmth at all. I leaned against him, drawn like a cat to a sunny spot.
“So, you broke up with her?”
“Yes,” he admitted. He bent to rest his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry, Cady. I’m so sorry she had to die knowing that I didn’t want her anymore. And then people were so supportive and nice to me thinking I’d lost my girlfriend. It made everything a million times worse.”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about Cane’s confession. On one hand, the thought of Lony’s last moments being ones of pain broke my heart. I thought back to those minutes that I’d experienced before passing out. I remember that feeling of loss. At the time, I thought it was the loss of her life that had her so sorrowful, but now, I could see a whole different side to what must have been going through her head.
But another part of me understood how Cane felt and longed to comfort his sorrow away. Lony’s death was not his fault, and he’d had every right to break up with her if he wanted to. I never understood how they handled all of the stress from their bickering anyway. Perhaps it was due to the contact of our bodies making the emotional connection between us so strong, but I could feel how his guilt was tearing him up inside. I couldn’t be angry with him for hurting my sister. Not when he was hurting too. I reached my arms around his shoulders to pull him to me. He crumpled against me, burying his face into my shoulder.
After a moment, my friendly hug turned into a different kind of embrace. The full length of him was pressed against me, trapping me between his muscled body and the steel door of his truck. Our breathing grew shallow, and I was too aware of our hearts beating in unison. For the second time that night, my traitorous body echoed the stirrings of another’s arousal. The heat of his growing passion flowed through me, awakening a need deep in my belly. My mouth dropped open in shock just as Cane leaned in and kissed me deeply. I couldn’t fight my body’s response to his hot mouth, faintly tasting of vodka. For one moment, I allowed myself to kiss him back, letting my tongue match the rhythmic movements of his, trailing my fingers down the strong plane of his broad back. The feedback of our completed circuit of emotions threatened to carry me away…until I remembered Bryan. I brought my fists up to push against Cane’s chest.
“Stop!” I cried, twisting my body to get out from the jail of his arms.
Cane snapped his head back in surprise as if just realizing what he did. The drunken glaze was completely gone from his eyes. He let go of me and stumbled back.
“Oh, Jesus, Cady. I’m sorry!”
Both of us had tears in our eyes. I felt a new remorse flood in alongside his original guilt. Without the heat of his body, the sharp coldness returned making my insides shiver.
“It’s all right, Cane.” I reached for his arm to comfort him, but he flinched away. Suddenly, an emotion hit me in the chest, causing me to stumble back against the truck. The freeze was so intense that when I gasped, a plume of fog came out of my mouth. Even if I had not been able to feel it, one look at Cane’s face told me what it was…self-hatred.
He shoved me out of the way and climbed into his pick-up.
“Cane, I don’t think you’re in any condition to drive.” I tried to reach for his keys, but he slammed the door in my face.
“Cane!” I yelled, beating on the window with my fists. “Don’t go! At least let me drive you!”
He lowered the window and fixed a hostile glare on me. “What? Are you afraid I’ll get into an accident? Maybe kill myself? It’s no less than I deserve.”
“Don’t talk like that! If you want to go home, I’ll take you. Let me in.”
“No, Cady. Home’s the last place I want to go.” With that he closed the window and threw the truck in gear. He tore out of the parking lot, his wheels spinning a black mark on the pavement.
I stood there immobile, my body rapidly warming with him out of my presence. But I couldn’t let Cane go off like that. What if he hurt himself? I tried to concentrate on whether any of his emotions indicated he was suicidal, but I couldn’t tell. Once again, I cursed the fact that my abilities didn’t allow me to read minds like Jinx. Jinx! I turned and ran to the building. The high school was on the edge of her range, but Cane must have been broadcasting loud enough for her to pick up on his thoughts in the parking lot.
Back inside the dance, the flashing lights and hard thumping bass attacked my aching head. Across the room, Bryan looked surprised when he saw me rush in, but I ignored him and ran straight to the coat racks to fish my cell phone out of my pocket.
“Cady, what’s wrong?” Bryan asked, coming up alongside me.
Ignoring his concern, I dialed Jinx’s number. “Crap!
I can’t hear in here!”
I rushed back to the doors with Bryan on my heels.
“Jinx! Can you hear me?” I asked, tears springing to my eyes. I blinked them away before they could spill.
“Not sure if he’s suicidal or not,” she answered without me having to ask the question, “but he’s headed out to the Mines of Spain.”
“Oh, no!” I said, “He’s been drinking. He could get hurt out there.”
“Do you want me to take you out to get him?”
I looked over at Bryan. “No, I’ll have Bryan take me. Thanks.” I hung up. Turning to Bryan, “Cane’s in trouble, and someone needs to go get him.”
Bryan nodded. “Let me go get Aaron and Monica.”
 



 
Chapter 24
 
 
Bryan disappeared back inside the dance. Sobs clawed at the back of my throat, but I refused to give in to them. My body shook from the wild physical changes it had experienced with Cane. I rolled my neck to loosen up my shoulders, but the knots were in there solid.
I couldn’t believe Cane kissed me. Even worse? I couldn’t believe I kissed him back! What came over me? It was almost like I’d had no control over myself, but at the same time, it was all me. For that one moment, I wanted him. I couldn’t dwell on it though because just then Bryan returned carrying both of our jackets, Aaron and Monica right behind him.
Aaron’s face clouded with concern when he saw me trembling. “You okay? What’s going on?”
“I’ll tell you in the car.” I promised as we jogged off to the vehicle.
Once in the passenger seat, I turned the heat up full blast and pulled on my jacket. My teeth chattered uncontrollably. The fact that everyone else in the car was all keyed up and confused wasn’t helping me calm down.
“Head toward the Mines of Spain,” I instructed. Bryan nodded and turned south.
“Why?” Aaron demanded. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea. It’s too dark and you don’t look steady enough to go tromping through the woods.”
I quickly told them about Cane’s state of mind and that he’d been drinking. Aaron still didn’t like the idea of me going after him, but he shut his mouth and didn’t try to talk me out of it.
“Are you okay?” Bryan asked, real concern showing in his eyes, brushing my skin with a loving coolness. I nodded, but the concern in his eyes fueled my guilt. I really liked this boy, but I kissed someone else not fifteen minutes earlier. Not just anyone, but my dead sister’s boyfriend. The cramping in my belly had nothing to do with the emotions of the other passengers in the vehicle.
At a stop light, Bryan reached over and grasped my hand. “Jesus, your hands are freezing!” He raised his hand to touch my burning cheek. “I think you have a fever.”
“I’ll be okay in a few minutes,” I replied. My trembling had nearly stopped, but I felt light headed. I guess when emotions were strong enough, they could affect my physical body, not just my emotional barometer. I made a mental note to ask Jinx about it.
When we got to the parking lot on the edge of the woods, Cane’s truck was parked at an odd angle and he was nowhere in sight.
“What an idiot,” Aaron muttered, running his hand through his hair. “You said he was drinking?”
I nodded.
“Okay, you girls stay here. Bryan and I will go look for him.”
Before I had a chance to protest, Monica piped up. “Who are you, Fred Flintstone? Cady and I are not waiting here like helpless little girls.”
“That’s right,” I added. “We can cover more ground if we split up into groups.”
Bryan didn’t look happy about it, but he reluctantly nodded. “There should be a flashlight in my glove box. I’ve never been here before, but I assume you and Aaron are both familiar enough, right?”
“Sure,” I nodded. “Give Aaron and Monica the flashlight. They can go deeper into the trees. If we stick to the trail that goes along the cliff base, we should be able to get along all right. When it gets closer to the Mississippi, the trees thin out, so that’ll give us some moonlight.”
The four of us climbed out of the car and set off down separate paths. My body was mostly recovered from Cane’s emotional freeze. I clung to Bryan’s arm as we walked as fast as I could in my dress shoes. Thankfully, it hadn’t rained in a while, so the ground was hard and dry. Still, I stumbled along in the dark.
“Cane!” I called out. “Where are you?”
In the distance I could hear echoes of Aaron and Monica calling out also. If Cane could hear us, he wasn’t inclined to answer.
A break in the trees ahead illuminated a fork in the path. To the left was a steep incline leading up to the trails along the rocky bluffs. The right path wound around the base toward the river. It was the same trail I’d walked the night of my sister’s death. I felt a little sick to my stomach at the memory and quickly stuffed it down into a back compartment in my mind.
“You don’t think he would have gone up there, do you?” Bryan asked.
I shook my head. “He’s not that stupid. The trails get rocky and it’s too easy to slide around. It’s not all that safe during the daylight, but at night, it’s treacherous.”
We continued on, calling out to Cane as we walked. I could still hear Aaron and Monica, but their calls were getting more distant. When we reached the clearing before the river, I stopped short.
“What is it?” Bryan asked.
I cleared my throat. “I-I just haven’t been back here, you know?”
“Is this…?”
I nodded, pointing a shaky finger toward the train tracks. “Those are the tracks. I was with some people sitting by those boulders over there. We were waiting for Lony and Cane to catch up. She was hit right about there.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, wrapping a comforting arm around my shoulders. “Maybe we should turn around and go another direction. Cane isn’t down this far.”
I stood silent looking ahead at the tracks. I don’t know why it never occurred to me to visit this place before now. I never believed in things like ghosts and spirits before, but meeting Jinx and discovering that I’m an empath suddenly had me questioning everything. Maybe there was something of Lony still lingering here. I sure as heck never felt her presence at home.
“Can you give me a minute?”
Bryan kissed me on my forehead and let go of my shoulders.
I could walk a little easier now that there was more moonlight visible. I drew my jacket tight across my chest, more for comfort than cold. The long, weedy grass gradually gave way to gravel which rose up a short bank to the gleaming steel tracks. To my left, I spotted an area where the grass was more matted down. I walked over and found a patch of gravel a shade brighter than the rest. This must be the place, I thought. New gravel to replace the stuff covered in blood.
I knelt down on the rocks, not caring about the sharp pains in my knees. I placed my hand on the cold rail.
“Lony,” I whispered. “I feel like I never got a real chance to say good bye to you. In some ways, I still can’t believe you’re gone. Nothing’s the same anymore.” I swiped a lone tear off of my cheek.
“Cane told me about what happened, about the break up. I’m so sorry. I know how much you cared about him —how much you probably still do care about him wherever you are. He isn’t doing so well, Lon. The guilt is eating him up inside. That’s why I’m here tonight. I want to help him. Somehow, I know that’s what you’d want me to do. And don’t worry, I’ll take better care of Mom and Dad, too. I promise. I love you.”
I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses, but there was nothing in my range to connect with. Part of me had been hoping that if Lony’s spirit was still here, I would be able to feel her with my mind. Nothing.
“Cady!” Bryan cried. “I think I see him!”
Rising to my feet, I wiped the dirt from my knees. I looked back to see Bryan pointing up to the bluff. A figure was stumbling around, well off of the trail, on the side of the rocky face.
“Cane!” I yelled.
The person on the bluff looked in my direction. “Cady? I can’t get down!”
I ran back to Bryan. “He’s gonna fall!” I exclaimed.
Bryan shrugged off his jacket and handed it to me. Next, he stripped off the tie.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going up there after him,” Bryan answered, rolling up his sleeves. “Stay here.”
“No!” I protested, but Bryan ignored me and began picking his way up the steep incline.
As much as I wanted to go after him, I knew I’d never make it in my shoes.
“Cane, don’t move!” I yelled up to him. “Bryan’s coming.” I wasn’t even sure if Cane knew who Bryan was, but now wasn’t the time for introductions.
I withdrew my phone from my pocket and called Aaron. “We found him, but the idiot is stuck up on the bluff. Bryan is going to help him down.”
Aaron muttered a curse. “Tell me where you are.”
“It’s the bluff bordering the river and the tracks. Eastside.”
Aaron hung up with a promise to be there soon.
“Aaron’s on his way,” I called up.
Cane leaned against the limestone rock, his fingers clutching the crevices. I hoped the river view from fifty-feet-high would help to sober him up. Bryan reached the trail along the side of the bluff and was using it to get as close to Cane as possible. At the closest point, he began picking his way in Cane’s direction.
“I’m almost there,” Bryan called out, his voice echoing between the bluffs. Only a few feet separated them now, but each step closer ran the risk of their rocky footholds giving way. Bryan found a tiny tree growing out from the cracks of the rocks and yanked on it. Seeing that it was secure, he used it as an anchor as he stretched out toward Cane.
“Almost there. Give me your hand.”
Cane shifted to his left and grasped Bryan’s hand.
“I gotcha,” Bryan grunted, holding Cane steady and directing him back toward the trail. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until they made it to the relative safety of the trail, and I let it out with a gush. They’re safe.
“Just follow the path,” I called up. “I’ll meet you back at the fork.”
I entered the darkness of the woods again. Without Bryan there to steady me on me, I tripped on rocks and had to cling to passing branches to keep from falling. Under the loud chirping of frogs and crickets, I could hear the guys off to my right, still quite a ways up, but I couldn’t make out their words. Briefly, I let myself think about that kiss with Cane in the parking lot. Shame filled my lungs as I remembered pressing myself to his warmth and kissing him back. What was I thinking? I chastised myself. How could I do that to Bryan? Especially after the way I reacted over Monica!
I was going to have to tell him, but how would I ever explain? Oh, Bryan. I am some sort of weird psychic who can read emotions, and sometimes I get tangled up in what other people are feeling. Yeah, that’d go over well.
Why did Cane have to go and kiss me anyway? I get that he was distraught, but what made him go there? Maybe it was because I reminded him so much of my sister. I guess he just got caught up in the heat of the moment and wasn’t thinking clearly, but at the time, it hadn’t felt that way. There was something real in that kiss, at least from his side. I found myself hoping that Cane would forget about it once he sobered and never mention it to me again.
I stopped to pick a rock from my shoe when I heard surprised yells and the racket of rocks crashing to the ground.
“Bryan! Cane! Are you okay?” I shouted.
“No!” Cane called out, pain evident in his voice. “Help, Cady, quick!”
I left the path and rushed through the brush in the direction of the voices. Brambles and branches scratched at my legs, snagging my dress, but I pressed on as fast as I could. I reached the base of the cliff and saw Bryan and Cane lying on the ground. Cane’s leg was bent at an unnatural angle below the knee, and Bryan was bleeding from a huge gash on his side. Bleeding heavily.
All of the blood drained from my head. Huge waves of icy pain vibrated off of the guys, stabbing me in the gut. Between the crazy emotions emanating from them and the tinny scent of blood in the air, my stomach roiled with nausea.
“Bryan!” I cried, rushing to him and dropping to my knees by his side.
“I slipped,” Cane explained through clenched teeth, “and he tried to grab me, but then we both came down.”
Bryan’s expression was one of sheer horror as he tore open his shirt to inspect the damage. The rip in his skin started just below his back shoulder, cut across his ribs and reached nearly down to his waistband. Even in the darkness, I knew it was deep enough to expose his ribs bones.
“What do I do?” I cried, pressing his coat to his side to hold in the freely flowing blood.
Bryan looked at me. We both had tears in our eyes. “I don’t think there’s time to do anything,” he whispered with finality.
An agonizing noise tore out of me as I realized there was no way he could ever survive an injury this huge. The terror between us was so strong that I couldn’t tell where mine ended and Bryan’s began.
“You can’t die! I won’t let you!”
Bryan’s face was already pale and the blood was leaking through the jacket onto the ground.
“He’s dying?” Cane asked confused.
“I have…hemophilia.” he tried to explain, breathing in sharp heaves. He leaned back on his elbow, getting weaker.
“Oh my god!” came a shriek from behind me.
Aaron and Monica stood a few feet behind us, having followed our voices to our location. Monica’s eyes were as large as moons at the sight of the blood. She understood the seriousness of the situation. She dropped to her knees and began sobbing into her hands.
Aaron took off his coat and handed it to me. I dropped Bryan’s soaked jacket and replaced it with fresh, soft cotton, still warm from my brother’s body heat.
“I’m calling 911,” Aaron said taking out his phone.
“There’s no time!” Over the wound, my hands vibrated wildly with icy stabs of pain. I recognized the feeling from when I had detected the tumor on Lucy, only this time it was a hundred times more intense.
“Cady…n-nothing you can do,” Bryan choked out, dropping to lie on his back. “Just h-happy you’re...with me.”
“Don’t do that! Don’t you say good bye to me!”
My hands burned from the freezing pain. Instinctively, I threw up my mental shields and began to press back. That’s when I noticed warmth flooding down my arms into my hands and radiating out from my fingertips. I let my heated hands hover directly over the wound, focusing all my energy on willing it away. The trickle of blood began to slow to a stop, and I feared it meant the end, but Bryan was still conscious and breathing thick wheezy breaths. Determination and love swelled in my chest, as I concentrated on that open wound. Bryan sucked in a sharp gasp.
“W-what are you doing?” he asked. “It tingles...warm.”
I flexed my mind and concentrated harder. Heat vibrated out from my hands and the flesh began to knit itself back together before my eyes.
“Holy shit!” Cane exclaimed, watching as the wound closed into a jagged raised scar.
I fell backward and rested my head hit the ground. My breath heaved as if I’d just run a marathon. My head pounded with every beat of my heart.
Bryan sat up and ran his hands along the seam in his skin. “It’s healed. Doesn’t even hurt.”
Monica looked up, mascara running down her cheeks. “Wha…?” She crawled close enough to get a look, managing to avoid the sticky puddle that I was now half-lying in.
“Cady?” my brother said in confusion. He snapped his phone closed, his eyes darting between me and the closed wound.
“What did she do to you, man?” Cane asked. He tried to lean in to get a better look, but winced and gripped his leg.
I drew myself back to my knees, head swimming, and scooted over to inspect Cane’s knee. His pant leg was already ripped, but I tore the hole further to get a better look. The skin was scraped and embedded with pebbles and dirt, but not bleeding too badly. The knee was twisted and bent about 45 degrees in an impossible direction. It had to be broken. No way could a normal leg form an angle like that.
“There goes my college scholarships,” he muttered.
I wasn’t sure if he meant it as a poor attempt at humor or not, but he spoke the truth. Not only did Cane play football, but he also ran track and was the school star pitcher on the baseball team. Everyone assumed he would end up going to a Big Ten school on a sports scholarship. Some people even had hopes for him playing professionally someday. From the looks of things, that dream was over.
I placed my hand over the knee and felt around with my senses. Cold stabs of pain flicked my palms. “It’s pretty bad, but I can’t fix it like this. We have to get it straight first.”
Cane’s eyes got round as he realized the pain that would be involved with setting the leg.
I wasn’t sure I could fix it. I didn’t even know how exactly I’d managed to heal Bryan. But I had to try. I had to ignore my weak, trembling body and try.
My hands ran across the cool ground until I found a broken branch. I snapped off the end and dusted the loose dirt away.
“Put this between your teeth,” I instructed Cane. “Aaron, can you give me a hand?”
My brother knelt down by Cane’s feet.
“When I say so, I want you to take hold of his ankle and pull that leg straight.” Amazingly, my brother didn’t question my authority, just gritted his teeth in sympathy, and clutched Cane’s ankle with both hands.
“You want to set his broken leg?” Monica shrieked, then turning to Cane, “And you’re going to let her?”
Bryan set his hand on her shoulder and murmured something about calming down.
I looked at Cane and asked, “Well? Are you going to let me try? I can’t guarantee anything, but it’s your decision.”
Cane’s chest was rising and falling so rapidly, I was afraid he’d hyperventilate. His fear caused my palms to sweat and the muscles to tighten in my limbs.
“I-I saw what you did...to him,” his eyes flitted over toward Bryan face still pale, but from what we could tell, looked to be healed. Cane turned his gaze back to me, trying to focus through his pain. “I tr-trust you.”
“Okay, then,” I said sliding closer. “You have to force yourself to relax, Cane, or I’m not going to be able to help you.” I stroked the golden hair out of his eyes and placed the stick in his mouth. “Close your eyes and think about something calm. I mean it. I need you to do this for me. Think about a warm beach with rolling waves or something.”
“I’ll try,” he grunted around the stick in his mouth and closed his eyes.
Sending Cane to his happy place didn’t really flood me with the calmness I needed, but it did seem to take the edge off of his fear.
“You too,” I said to Aaron. “I need you feeling calm. Think about the beach. I mean really picture yourself there.”
“Why?”
“Just do it, all right?” I snapped.
I took a couple of deep breaths to clear my head and then placed my hands over the leg again. The cold pain reached up for my fingers, and I felt around with my senses, letting them lap the edges of the pain until I could get a mental picture of the damage inside. When I had a good handle on what I was dealing with, I ramped up my concentration, drawing power from somewhere deep in my soul. My abdomen tightened and my own pain flared behind my eyes.
“Aaron, now!”
Aaron yanked on the leg and turned it straight. Cane screamed in agony, dropping the stick. At the same time, I pushed with my determination and felt the heat tearing down my arms and out through my fingertips. I flooded the nerves with as much energy as I could to fight off the pain. Cool sweat beaded on my forehead from exertion as the tissue and bone wound its way back into place. My head spun dizzily, and I felt myself detaching from my body as if I were slipping into a dream. When I couldn’t sustain the force anymore, I let go, sending the heat snapping back into me. This time, I collapsed.
 



 
Chapter 25
 
 
The persistent pain of a jack-hammer behind my eyes pulled me back to consciousness. In my bedroom, the soft light of morning filtered through my curtains bathing the bed in a rose-colored glow. I tried to stretch my tight muscles, but every part of my body ached.
I blinked to clear my vision, foggy from the migraine. Beside me, Monica dozed, dressed in a pair of my pajamas. Flashes of the night before came back to me, but all I could think about was my desperate need for anything to kill the pounding in my head. I was wearing a long t-shirt and no pants, and I wondered if Monica had gotten stuck changing me out of the bloody dress.
Tossing my covers back, I tried to sit up. The effort made me woozy, and I fell back down, waking Monica.
“You okay?” she asked, her voice dry from sleep.
“I have the world’s worst headache.” I moaned.
“I’ll get you something for it. Where do you keep your Ibuprophen?”
I closed my eyes because the effort to hold them open was just too much. “Bathroom.” I pointed in the vague direction.
Monica slipped off of the bed and disappeared. A moment later she returned with four tablets and a Dixie cup of water. I smiled in gratitude for the over-medication. She held my head so I could swallow.
“How are Bryan and Cane?” I asked as Monica crawled back under the covers on the opposite side of the bed.
“Bryan’s sleeping in the guest room. He couldn’t go back to his place all covered in blood and shirtless. Aaron said that your mom would never notice us here.”
“And she didn’t, did she?”
“No. She must have been sleeping when we got in. Anyway, Bryan carried you up here, and I did my best to clean up so you wouldn’t wreck your sheets. Aaron gave him some clothes, and Bryan crashed out. He lost a lot of blood.”
I cringed remembering the sticky puddle spread over the ground. It was amazing he was alive at all.
“It is really fixed, right?”
Monica nodded. “As far as we could tell. Aaron stayed with him for over an hour, but no bruise formed and Bryan said he felt fine.”
The thought of almost losing him made my chest ache. At some point over these past few weeks, he had become something like a lifeline to me, the one bright spot in my otherwise dismal life. I needed him, sure, but I also felt the stirrings of what might be something more in my heart. I sighed. But if I liked Bryan, why had I kissed Cane?
As if reading my thoughts, Monica continued. “We took Cane home. He said if he went in by the patio door, he could get to his bedroom without his parents seeing him.”
“So he can walk?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she confirmed. “Good as new, I guess.”
After a moment of silence, Monica asked in a timid voice, “Cady, what did you do last night? I mean, I watched it happen, but I don’t know if I believe it yet.”
“I don’t know if I believe it either,” I moaned, rolling onto my side.
I drifted off to sleep again without really answering her question.
I woke to find Bryan kneeling beside my bed, running his fingers along the side of my face. When my mouth curled into a grin, he stood and sat on the mattress next to my hip.
“Nice outfit.” I commented.
He wore a pair of Aaron’s sweatpants, too short by a few inches and one of my brother’s zombie t-shirts. His hair stuck up in randomly spaced spikes that somehow worked on him. The warmth of his familiar presence flooded my soul, and I breathed deeply, as if I could suck more of it in.
“Thanks,” he replied. “How are you feeling?”
My migraine was down from a ten to a three on the ouch-o-meter, but I was still weak. “A little better, I guess. I feel like I have a hangover without having had the fun of drinking.”
He raised one of his brows, “Have you had a lot of hangovers?”
I shook my head. “Once. The morning after our sixteenth birthday party. It wasn’t pretty.”
“Sounds like a good story.”
“Maybe another day...” I rubbed the sleep out of the corners of my eyes.
Aaron came in carrying a tray of sandwiches. Monica followed with sodas. Bringing up the rear was Cane. A slight blush spread on his cheeks when his gaze met mine, and I knew we were both thinking about that kiss we shared. I bit my bottom lip to stop it from tingling with the memory. The warmth of Bryan’s happiness burned me with guilt.
Bryan must have sensed something because he glanced back and forth between us with curiosity.
“Thought you could use some lunch,” Monica said. “It’ll help you get your energy back.”
“I went in to see Mom a bit ago,” Aaron explained, setting the tray on my bed and straddling my desk chair. “I told her we were out late after the dance, and Monica and Bryan decided to crash here. She didn’t seem to care.”
Cane cleared his throat. “I just stopped by to see how you’re doing,” he said without meeting my eyes.
He was too far away from me to get a reading, but he looked profoundly uncomfortable. Even after practically living at my house for half a year, I think it was the first time he’d ever been in my bedroom. Cane leaned against the back of my door as if afraid to come too far into the room. I saw his eyes flick to my hand wrapped in Bryan’s.
Rising into a sitting position, I tucked the covers around my lower half. Monica sat down cross-legged on my bed like we were having a picnic or something. Cane waved away her offer to join us.
I picked up a peanut butter sandwich from the tray and bit into it eagerly, not realizing how hungry I was until the sweet grape jelly hit my tongue. Bryan popped open a soda can and handed it to me. The liquid tingled all the way down to my belly, making me feel more human already.
When we finished the sandwiches, Aaron set the tray on the floor and leveled his gaze on mine. “Okay, Cady. It’s time that you tell us what happened last night.”
I looked to Bryan for help, but his face was as expectant as everyone else’s. How was I supposed to explain something that I didn’t fully understand myself? I took a long swig of Diet Pepsi to buy some time.
“Well?” Aaron prodded, poking me in the foot.
I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I have a theory.”
“Let’s hear it.”
I began to pick at my comforter to avoid looking at any of them. It’s like a Band-Aid, Cady. The quicker you tell them, the easier it’ll be.
“It started the night of Lony’s accident,” I explained.
Cane stiffened and his expression turned stoic. Neither of us wanted to remember that night, so I pushed on, telling them everything; the vision that sent me into the coma, the sensing of people’s emotions, Jinx’s explanation about my strange empathy…I even told them about Lucy and her tumor. Bryan nodded like a light had been turned on recalling that I’d mentioned Lucy to him before.
“So, I think somehow when I felt your pain, I was able to not only block it from myself, but to push it back entirely. And the energy that I felt flowing out of me and into Bryan and Cane, it was like I was giving them a piece of me…my life force or spirit or something. I know it sounds corny, but it’s the best I can come up with.”
When nobody said anything, I took the emotional temperature of the room. Bryan, Monica and Aaron all had a mixture of awe and skepticism to varying degrees. I still couldn’t reach Cane, and his hard expression was unreadable. I grew more nervous in the silence. That’s it! They all think I’m crazy or lying or...both!
Finally, Monica said with a little laugh, “Cady. You want us to believe you’re some sort of a psychic doctor or something?” She snorted in disbelief, but I could sense from the nervousness pooling in her direction that she believed me and that belief made her profoundly uncomfortable. She glanced at the guys to judge their reactions. Seeing something akin to acceptance on their faces, she continued, “Come on! I mean, how is it even possible?”
Surprisingly, Cane came to my defense first. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes —and felt the healing first-hand —I would’ve thought it was crazy too, but…” he paused. “I believe you, Cady. I have to.”
“Same goes for me,” Bryan agreed, patting my arm and grinning. “What you did last night? That was freaky, but I wouldn’t be here right now if you hadn’t saved me.” He tipped my chin up with his finger and met my eyes. “Thank you, Cady.”
For a moment, I basked in the rosy glow of his appreciation.
Aaron shook his head in disbelief. He tapped his fingers nervously on the back of his chair.
“I remember when you and Lon were little. You were so...I don’t know…connected? Before you learned to talk for real, you had your own language that only the two of you could understand. I don’t think you fully gave it up until you went to kindergarten. I used to get so mad that you wouldn’t let me in on your secrets. The way you would just instinctively know what the other was feeling all of the time made me think I was stupid or something.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but he held his hand up to stop me.
“What I’m saying is I knew you and Lony had this connection your whole lives. I guess I can see how your auras or minds or whatever would have reached out for each other at the time of her death. That had to have left a lasting effect on you. And since I don’t have a better explanation for what happened last night, I have to believe you too, Sis.”
Monica looked a little bit defeated but didn’t say anything else.
“I’m exhausted, but I should probably get up.” I said, stretching my arms out in front of me to loosen up my shoulders.
Aaron nodded. “I want to talk more about this, but I’ll let you rest up for now. Oh, and Dad called a bit ago. He’s coming over in a little while to talk to us about something.” He patted my foot, placed the chair back under the desk and walked out, giving Cane a playful shuck to the bicep as he passed.
“I’m going to go change,” Monica announced. She hopped off the bed and picked up her wrinkled party dress from the floor. She gave it a sniff and shrugged. “Bryan, I have to be to the airport by three. We should go soon.”
“Okay,” he replied and she slipped out the door.
Cane’s mouth hardened into a line and he stepped toward me. As soon as he stepped into my range, my mouth dropped open in shock. His eyes burned with an inner heat that I’d never seen in him before. That heat rolled up and down my bare arms.
Noticing my reaction, Bryan’s eyes darkened and his grip on my hand tightened. Cane either didn’t notice or didn’t care, because he continued to move closer, his hot gaze burning into mine. My heart was speeding, and my body suddenly felt feverish. Bryan rose to a standing position. His suddenly protective stance looked ridiculous in the too-short jogging pants.
“Can we talk?” Cane asked softly, his eyes never straying from mine. “Alone?”
The skin along my forearm and neck prickled as I felt Bryan’s hackles rise. He didn’t need to be an empath to feel the intensity of Cane’s emotions, so plainly written as they were on his face. A cool tendril of jealousy wrapped itself around my waist and snaked up my spine.
I needed a moment of distance from both of them. “Can I have a minute to get dressed?” My voice came out breathless, and I hoped the boys didn’t notice.
Cane dipped his head in a brief nod. “I’ll just be in the hall.”
Bryan didn’t move; he just stood watching Cane leave the room. Without Cane’s heat, my body shivered under Bryan’s possessiveness. Honestly, it made me a little frustrated with him.
“You too,” I said. “Out.”
“Oh. Of course.” He smiled as some of the light returned to his eyes. He placed a quick kiss on my head and headed for the door. He stopped before the door and turned to look at me. “If you don’t want to talk to him alone, I can stay with you.”
I rolled my eyes and sighed. “I’ve known Cane forever. Stop acting all jealous.”
His brows shot up in a combination of surprise and amusement. “Me? Jealous?”
Laughing, I tossed my pillow at him. “Get out!”
He caught the pillow, hugged it to his chest and shut the door behind him as he left.
As drained as I was, I couldn’t tamp down the itchy energy in my limbs. There were things that I needed to work out —starting with my new ability to heal people. And as much as I dreaded it, I knew Cane wanted to talk about that kiss. The warmth in my cheeks at the memory came from deep within me, causing my pulse to gallop. Where are these feelings coming from?
I whipped my covers back and got out of bed, holding onto my headboard until the room stopped spinning. When I was ready, I crossed to the dresser and began yanking out clothes. My skin beneath the t-shirt was tinged brownish-red and I knew I’d have to shower before going anywhere. I’d slept in my bra and the elastic bit into my skin in angry red welts. Replacing it with a cotton sports bra, I put the t-shirt I’d slept in back on for the time being and pulled on a well-worn pair of jeans. I glanced at myself in the mirror. The pretty curls from the night before were matted and stuck out at random odd angles. I ran a brush through as well as I could before steeling myself to face Cane.
I assumed he wanted to apologize for his behavior the night before, but judging from the scorching vibes he had been throwing off, it would probably be a lie. He didn’t regret that kiss, and truth be told, neither did I. What is wrong with me? I like Bryan Sullivan, not Cane Matthews!
I closed my eyes and took ten deep yoga breaths in an attempt to clear my head. It didn’t work.
“Cane,” I called, knowing he was close by. “You can come in now.”
With my hands folded behind my back, I leaned against my dresser for support. A few seconds later, the door knob turned. Cane stepped inside and shut it behind him again. With tentative steps, he approached me as if I were a wild animal about to bolt. My heart raced under his forceful stare and the hair on my arms stood on end.
“Since you can feel what I’m feeling, I guess there’s no point in hiding it,” he said softly. “Don’t worry, I know where things stand with you and Bryan. He’s a decent guy. Not good enough for you, but…” He shrugged and gave a sad grin.
“Cane —”
He stood in front of me now, so close I could smell the woodsy scent of his soap. He placed the tip of his index finger to my mouth. “Wait. I have something I want to ask you. Do you remember the first time we met?”
Honestly, I didn’t. I know we hadn’t gone to the same junior high school, so it must have been sometime in ninth grade. I shook my head.
The ghost of a smile touched his lips. “I didn’t think so. I’ll have to tell you about it sometime when your boyfriend isn’t pacing outside the door.”
The thought of Bryan should have put a damper on the swell of heat rising in my chest, but it didn’t. With Cane this close and his feelings for me so clear, I could do nothing but succumb to my echoing response. I clenched my hands together tighter to keep from reaching for him, from wrapping my arms around his broad shoulders, twining my fingers through his honey-colored hair and pulling him to me. My lips parted to speak, but no words would come.
Cane leaned in closer and spoke in a whisper. “I’m not sorry I kissed you, Cady. I want to be. I mean, I wish I hadn’t been drunk, and I wish you had been a more willing participant —“
“You didn’t think I was willing?”
He sucked in a quick breath and looked at me with eyes blazing green and gold. The hope he felt at my question was like ice water on my growing passion. I was with Bryan. I couldn’t let Cane hope for more. It was never going to happen. I slipped out from where he had me cornered and put several feet of separation between us.
“I-I just mean,” I stammered, eyes trained on the carpet between us. “It wasn’t all your fault. I seem to recall taking my time in pushing you away.”
Neither of us said anything for a minute. I didn’t need to see his face to feel the weight of his eyes pinning me where I stood. I couldn’t look at him. I feared if I did, I would launch myself into his arms. Where in the hell are these feelings coming from? Finally, he cleared his throat.
“I better go.” The twinge of reluctance in his statement was palpable. “You should get some rest today.”
He took a step toward me, but when I flinched, he stopped. A spark of something flashed in him and I immediately understood —he thought I was afraid of him.
“If you need anything, I’m only a phone call away.”
With that he crossed the room and drew the door closed behind him.
I flopped down on my bed, drawing the spare pillow to my chest and pulled the covers up to my neck. My mind spun in a million different directions. Please let me be wrong, I silently pleaded. I couldn’t have read him right. I rolled over and curled my knees up to my chest. Even worse was my response. I could barely admit it to myself, but there was no denying it. The feelings that swelled up inside me the night before when Cane pressed his lips to mine were the same ones that I felt when Bryan kissed me and held me close. Did I really have feelings for both of them, or was I reacting to something inside them? Is any of it real?
Did Cane really care about me or was he confusing his former feelings for my sister? Ugh!
What was the good in knowing peoples’ emotions if I couldn’t determine the thoughts and motivations driving them?
Remembering Bryan was still here, I got out of bed and made for the door. He stood with Monica and Aaron at the bottom of the steps in the foyer. He still had on my brother’s t-shirt, but he’d put back on his pants from the night before. When he saw me, he came up the stairs and wrapped me into a big hug. I tipped my head back to look at him. His eyes were so dark the pupils blended with the irises, but they shone so brightly, I could see my guilty reflection staring back at me.
“I have to take Monica home so she can gather her things. Are you all right?”
Beneath that calm, Bryan-feeling, I could sense a bit of that lingering jealousy and a bit of embarrassment over allowing me to notice it. The warmth winding its way around me was him concentrating on his affection for me. He knew I was aware of his emotions, yet he tried to hide them from me anyway. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
“I’m fine,” I replied. “Just tired.”
I plastered on a smile that I hoped did not appear fake.
“Okay,” he said, giving me a quick peck on the lips. “I’ll call you tonight.”
“Bye, and have a good flight,” I called as he and Monica left out the front door.
My headache was mostly gone now, but every muscle in my body hummed with fatigue. As much as I wanted to hang around the house brooding about my love life all day, there was a much more important matter to attend to. Holy crap!
I can heal people???
I took as quick of a shower as my exhaustion would allow. Not bothering to dry my hair, I descended the stairs, heading for the front door.
“Hey, Bug,” my dad’s voice called from the living room. “Don’t go anywhere yet. We need to talk to you.”
I entered the room to see my parents sitting beside each other on the couch clutching hands, not in a romantic way, more like Mom was clinging to him for strength. She was dressed in jeans and a sweater and her hair was brushed. If it weren’t for her too pale skin and lack of makeup, she would’ve appeared almost normal again.
Aaron sat in the recliner, his knee bouncing nervously. While not as volatile as most of my class rooms were, the emotions feeding into me were varied and jumbled. My belly knotted up with Mom’s fear and embarrassment. My chest ached with Dad’s concern and love for his family. And my shoulders tensed with Aaron’s uncertainty. The combination made me want to hurl. Instead, I sat on the arm of my brother’s chair, aligning myself with him.
“What is it?” I asked.
My parents exchanged a look before my mother’s gaze became engrossed with her shoes.
“You both know that your mother hasn’t been herself lately,” Dad said, rubbing Mom’s arm supportively. “I know you’ve been worried about her.” He heaved a sigh before continuing. “We’ve talked it over and your mother has agreed to get help.”
“I thought she already was seeing a therapist,” Aaron said.
“She is, but we think she needs more help than an outpatient program can offer her.”
Mom didn’t seem to notice that they were discussing her as if she weren’t in the room.
“What are you saying?” I asked. “That she needs in-patient treatment?”
“I-I’m going to check myself into a rehab facility today,” Mom answered. My gasp had more to do with how difficult it was for her to admit that than any real surprise on my part.
“We’ve found a place in Minnesota that can offer her support for her substance abuse problems as well as grief counseling. I’m driving her up there today.”
“How long are you going to be gone?” Aaron asked, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.
“For as long as it takes,” Mom whispered, gazing beyond us out the window.
“I’ll be moving back home temporarily while your mother’s gone to keep an eye on you both. I know you kids have had a lot to deal with on your own for these last weeks, but it’s time that we pull together as a family and get through this.”
I struggled to block out the swirl of emotions in the room so I could assess my own thoughts. Part of me was glad that my mom was getting help. I knew it was the right thing. But another part of me boiled with frustration that Aaron and I were expected to find our way back to normal life on our own, while she was allowed to completely flake out. We didn’t have the luxury of self-pity; we had school. And what about the crap I’d been living through these last weeks? My parents had no idea about the emotional rollercoaster I’d been on. Okay, so I hadn’t exactly told them about it, but they hadn’t thought to ask either.
I looked down at my brother sitting next to me, and the wind went out of my sails. Soft gray smudges spread under his eyes, dimming his inner light. I opened myself to him and felt the sadness and worry lingering in him as if it had taken up permanent residence. I’m as bad as they are, I thought. So wrapped up in my own problems, I haven’t been there for Aaron. I rested my palm on his shoulder and silently vowed to be a better sister.
“I’m glad that you’re getting help, Mom,” he assured her. “Don’t worry about us. Cady and I have each other’s backs.”
Dad nodded as if that settled everything. “Well, Julia, let’s get your bags in the car and head out. It’s over three hours to Rochester.”
Mom stood and crossed to hug us, but I shirked away and went back up to my bedroom. I sat on the bed trying to understand why I was so angry with her, why I couldn’t let myself feel sorry for her. Guess sympathy doesn’t automatically come with empathy.
I lay back on my bed and covered my eyes with my forearm. The sounds of my parents gathering Mom’s luggage from the bedroom down the hall echoed through the plaster walls. Just as I thought they had gone back down the stairs, a soft knock rapped on my door.
“Can I come in?” Mom asked, stepping inside without waiting for permission.
“Can I say no?” I sat up, my head dizzy from the movement. Man, I was exhausted. Not sleepy, just spent. I tried to block out her feelings, but I couldn’t do it anymore. Her guilt and pain and sorrow seeped around my shields, demanding my attention. The emotions weakened me further, so I dropped the blocks, letting them flood over my mind in defeat.
“Cady, I know you are worried about me —”
“I’m not worried, I’m pissed off. Big difference.”
Mom sat down on the bed next to me and tried to put her arm around my shoulders, but I shot to my feet, putting distance between us. I couldn’t let her touch me. I had enough of an emotional storm brewing on my own; I didn’t want direct contact with her to drag me into her pity-party, invalidating my own feelings.
“Arcadia—”
“Will you please stop that? Stop using that mother-voice on me. It’s not going to work, all right?” I paced back and forth in front of my closet.
“I am your mother,” she said, her voice rising with indignation.
I paused mid-stride and faced her. “Really? Some mother you’ve been lately. Tell me, while you were wallowing away in your bedroom like some Victorian-era heroine, did you even think about the two kids that you left to fend for themselves?”
I hated myself even as I was doing it, but something snapped within me, and I let it all out. “Who do you think paid the bills this month? Dad did. Who has been making excuses for you when your office calls, or the clients that you have abandoned? Aaron, that’s who. Who has been making sure there is food in the house? Me.”
The volume of my voice was steadily rising into a shout. “We’re all running around here taking care of things so you don’t have to. So you can feel sorry for yourself. But what about us? We lost someone too. You do not have a monopoly on loving her!”
Mom’s skin faded to a grayish white and her hands visibly shook. I had gone too far. I’d kicked her when she was down. What kind of shitty daughter does that?
Dad appeared at the door. The tight press of his lips let me know he’d heard at least part of my tirade. “You ready to head out, Julia?”
Mom stood, smoothing her clothes, not meeting either of our eyes. She nodded.
“Mom,” I said, reaching for her as she brushed past me. She yanked her arm from my grasp, leveled her lightly blood shot eyes on me and said, “Goodbye, Arcadia.”
The odd formality in her tone rooted me to the spot, keeping me from following them out the door, down the steps and to the car.
I crossed the hall to the guest bedroom and watched from the window. In the driveway, Aaron hugged Mom tightly and Dad tucked her into the passenger seat of his truck as if she were fragile cargo. Aaron waved until the truck turned out of sight.
I slumped down to the floor, drawing my knees to my chest, too upset to even cry. I never had temper problems before, but for the second time since the accident, I found myself feeling guilty and embarrassed by a sudden outburst. It wasn’t like me at all.
A long sigh from the doorway made me look up.
“So now what?” Aaron asked.
“Huh?”
He entered the room and sat down on the carpet near me. “Well, one of my sisters is gone, and I can’t do anything about it. My mother has a drug problem and is headed to rehab, and I can’t do anything about it. My other sister,” he cut his eyes to me, “has turned into some sort of psychic healer, and I probably can’t do anything about that either, but well, I’m here and so are you, so I guess that means we’re in this together. So again, what do we do now?”
“Now,” I shrugged. “It’s time to figure out what in the hell happened last night.”
Aaron’s head nodded in agreement. “Okay. Where do we start?”
I grinned. “I think it’s time for you to meet the neighbor.”
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Okay, enough of the love fest. I have another book to write.
 
~Jesi Lea Ryan
 



 
Arcadia’s Gift Play List
 
Music is powerful inspiration for writers. The following are the songs that provided fuel for my imagination during the writing of Arcadia’s Gift. They are also the music most likely to be on Cady’s iPod. 
 
Teenage Love - Lee MacDougall
Hurricane Drunk - Florence + the Machine
If I Die Young - The Band Perry
Handlebars - Flobots
Run - Snow Patrol
Mad World - Gary Jules
I Lay My Head - Fallulah
Return - Ok Go
Bizarre Love Triangle - New Order
Calling You - Blue October
End of the Dream - Evanescence
Shadow of the Day - Linkin Park
How - Regina Spektor
Trumpet Vine - A Stick and A Stone
Kiss Me - Ed Sheeran
Sleep - The Dandy Warhols
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WILD NIGHT ROAD
 
by Kara Legend
 

 
Witch Lilith Darke will do anything to get out from under the thumb of her seraphim master—even hexing the mark a werewolf placed on a mortal female. Neither of the lovers should have noticed.
But they did.
The last thing Lilith needs is more trouble in the form of shifter Remy Lemarchal.
Lilith and Remy scramble when all hell breaks loose and the packs face off.
 

 



 
PROLOGUE
 
 
She wakes in the body of her eight-year-old self. Once again she flexes the fine-boned strength of her thin arms, revels in the curled power of her small fists. Her pipestem legs pound the narrow mountain trail as if gravity is a theory that applies to ignorant mortals, not powerful witches. Her hair flies behind her like an ebony silken cape. Only this morning, her mother had told her to braid it because they would be moving. Again. She did not listen, preferring to leave it loose after her mother’s fashion. Brambles and sticks and burrs catch in the fine strands, but still, she runs.
These things she remembers while her adult body sleeps in a rented room on the wild, rocky coast of a continent which her child self did not dream. 
She falls into the distant past. 
Her lungs suck air never fouled by coal-fired furnaces under skies free of chemtrails and smog. The world of her childhood where safety smelled of exotic ginger and cinnamon, fresh bread slathered with white butter and milk from Frau Dieter’s cow.
The world where her mother lived.
That last night before they ran, she watched her mother comb her hair, and it was like looking in the mirror of what she would become. A long-boned woman with a narrow, beautiful face dominated by large, almond-shaped eyes so dark the hearthwitches said that to look into them too long would rip a man’s soul from his body. She hadn’t known what that meant in those days, but loved the way the comment made one corner of her mother’s mouth turn up in a sly smile.
Her name was Lilith, but her mother called her Lili. Sweet Lili. Lili of the Valley. But most often, Lili girl, and that was what she called out, urging from behind. “Faster, Lili girl, faster.”
It is comfort she wants when she dreams, comfort and the safety of her mother’s arms, the enveloping warmth of her embrace, but the dream always takes her to the mountain trail under a leering full moon while wolves howl in the distance.
Her mother had promised they could stay in the small village. Allegiances there varied, sometimes west to France or east to Germany—or what would become France and Germany down the long centuries. Borders and passports and full-body scans belonged to an unimagined future. Local folk fell silent around the dark woman and her scrawny child, but they did not throw stones or pile wood for a bonfire. They whispered with one another, but that was all, and that, her mother said, was good.
All Lilith knew was home and mother and Frau Dieter and her brood of sturdy, blond children. That evening before full dark, she had been playing with Agnes and Marie, always keeping a sharp eye for the approach of a man with a furtive look about him or a woman swathed in mantles to hide her appearance. When she found such a person, Lilith ran to him and asked if he were lost. Should he need to find his way, she could be of assistance. 
For a small fee.
They always nodded. With a small silver coin in her palm, she would lead him around and around until they found the entrance to their small cottage. Her mother would open the door, the man or woman would pass inside, and only when they departed was Lili allowed to return. 
She would open the heavy wooden door and creep softly over the dried rushes strewn over the hard-packed floor. Lili would find her mother unconscious on a pallet before the fire, the usual silvery blue of her aura dimmed to gray. There would be coins on the table. The higher the stack, the longer her mother slept afterward.
It was Lili’s job to tally the cost. She would lift the wooden lids of the stacked caskets where her mother kept her herbs and magicks, count the wizened ears in the red silk bag, open the gold case containing three hummingbird’s hearts and tap the stopper on the vial of unicorn’s tears. If she found anything missing, Lili had been ordered to wake her mother immediately, no matter how deeply she slumbered.
On that last night, a woman had come to the cottage, highborn as well as lovely, Lili judged from the cut of her jewels, the sweep of her gown and the absence of any effort to disguise her appearance. Her cool blue eyes, pale skin and ice-white hair declared her origins were far from a rural village, yet Lili had seen no sign of a horse or wagon. After she’d delivered the lady to her mother’s door and returned to Marie and Agnes, the girls had giggled, drawing with sticks in the dirt images of the elegant carriage such a lady would require. 
In her sketch, Lili had given the great lady wings.
Later, when she returned to the cottage and tallied her mother’s supplies, instead of the tall stack of gold coins expected, she had found a single white feather. It was a large feather, so large that it must have come from a giant eagle. Lili had seen one once when she and her mother had traveled from the south and climbed into the mountains. But something whispered in Lili’s mind that this feather belonged to no eagle.
The contents of the first two caskets were untouched. Inside the third, she found a silver rune strung on a fine chain. She scooped it into her palm. It was shaped like a line curved on itself, like the body of a fish or the sweep of a bird’s wing. Frowning, she studied the shape and decided it was most like the first loop of a knot before it was pulled tight. 
She cradled it in her palm while the fire crackled, and her mother slept, and though she did not know it at the time, everything had changed.
At first, the howling was faint, a distant hunt that was no more threat to folks tucked safely indoors than the lofty flight of a falcon. Notable only in that wolves rarely hunted so close to the village in late summer. Winter was when they braved the populated slopes in hopes of catching an unwary traveler. Still, Lili shivered while she tidied the small bottles and tied the pouches and wondered if the beautiful lady had found shelter on this night.
Then the howling grew louder.
Her mother woke, sitting up abruptly, her face pale as death, her eyes wide and terrified. “They have come.”
Fear slicked cold down Lili’s scalp. 
“Who, Mama?”
And then her mother said a word Lili had never heard before. “Weres.” 
On another night, Lili would have asked what that word meant, but on this night she knew only the word came with howling in the night, and it frightened her fierce mother. 
Lili started to shake.
Her mother threw off her quilt and leapt to her feet, took Lili by the arm. “None of that, girl.” Just girl, no Lili, spoken with hard eyes and a set jaw. 
Everything moved quickly after that. A jumble of images. Dressing, packing, dousing lanterns and even the hearth fire, before running into the night. 
Up, always up, they ran away from the village, away from the lights of lanterns and humans. Up into the darkness of the ancient forest.
Running until her legs burned, running while her mother panted behind her, running while the earth thrummed, and the howls drew nearer.
Running until her mother fell.
Lili halted, turned back, saw her mother collapsed on the ground, one foot turned at an unnatural angle.
“Mama?” Lili whined.
The pounding is louder now, the distinct sound of heavy paws. Terror blooms in Lili’s gut, blooms into petals sharp as blades that cut every word. 
All she can do is open her mouth for a silent scream.
Lilith Darke wakes in a room by the ocean and weeps.
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
 
 
He shouldn’t be in the company of humans on a night like this. It wasn’t safe.
For them.
He knew better than to put innocents at risk. Often raged at his reckless younger brother and his arrogant older brother for doing that very thing, but (tick tock) he was out of time.
Owen kicked back another slug of rich, dark lager. The beer was supposed to dull his senses, but it wasn’t working. There probably wasn’t enough alcohol lining the lighted glass shelves behind Chill’s old oak bar to shut him down on a night like this, but such thoughts didn’t help and only made him edgier. Made his vision narrow and turn every body he sighted into potential prey while his balls drew up as if in preparation for a hunt.
Which was all he needed. 
A breathless run through tall pines, pounding a trail into higher elevations with his paws flying over the dense undergrowth, ears back, nose into the wind—a wild run. 
What had once been a simple prescription for any complaint was now fraught with danger. He dared not shift because doing so would put others at risk.
He’d screwed up royally, and all that he’d taken for granted over the centuries of his long life might disappear.
Maybe for good.
He dragged his thumbnail along a groove in the scarred surface of the table and wished it was not the puny crescent that tipped his human digit, but a powerful claw.
His wolf wanted out. 
For now, he was in control, but it was a white-knuckle, hanging on moment-by-moment thing, and he didn’t know how much longer he could hold on. Leaving the sanctuary of Lost Legacy to come to a popular bar hadn’t been the brightest idea, but when your only choices were bad ones, it was useless to rank them in order of evil from simply screwed to eternally fucked.
Success was something he now defined as surviving until the next full moon.
He looked around the bar in an effort to distract himself, allowing his gaze to linger on the half-naked bodies of women on the dance floor. Their pheromones floated through the thick atmosphere, mingling with the faint stink of sweat, the haze of tobacco smoke that drifted through the open windows, and the sweet musk that was uniquely female. 
On this night, he was all nose, and that was a dangerous thing for a were who hadn’t shifted in far too long. Scent fired the deep, primitive regions of his hybrid brain and triggered, he’d been told by the only scientist ever allowed to study the pack, a werewolf pheromone designed to lure, entice and entrap prey as well as sexual conquests. It coiled around him now like an invisible sexy cloud.
The females writhed with the melody line of the music, but it was the thump of the bass that aroused them. At least, that’s what they presumed made their blood hum and their skin tingle with suppressed excitement. 
Music and the presence of a predator in their clean, modern world. There was nothing neat or slick about what he felt this night. 
The drive to run and rut demanded release.
A few of the braver females glanced his way, and he didn’t mind the attention. He knew what they saw: a regular guy who looked like he either worked construction or had turned gym rat to maintain his athletic physique. But it was his inner wolf that felt their interest skate over his broad shoulders—his wildness awakening some remnant of human animal nature buried beneath spandex and lip gloss.
No matter how often he encountered it, the ignorance of humans never failed to stun him.
The only thing they associated with predator were mug shots of dreary, gut-bellied men with bad teeth and long rap sheets or sleek, high-tech drones cutting the air over exotic, foreign lands. 
If they even thought about elemental risk in the first place.
Owen would bet a year of his miserable life that no one on the dance floor had a clue about reality. Not here in this funky vacation town on the Pacific Coast. Not now when the breezes of summer beckoned. Not when they’d escaped the cubicles and 24-inch monitors of Portland and Seattle and Sacramento. Reality was something else entirely than what they supposed in the boring stretches of their forget-about-it lives. 
A balding, slump-shouldered man in a red plaid shirt and beer-stained khakis danced alone, edging closer to a clutch of females every few measures. He jerked his head back and forth like a possessed car ornament. Every swivel of his hips made his belly jiggle. Even from this distance, Owen could smell the sweet rot of diabetes on him that overlaid a darker odor of some other disease he couldn’t identify.
Mr. Excitement leaned into a curvy redhead, wrapped his flabby arm around her shoulders and moved his lips. Whatever he’d said earned him a swift shove with the heel of a manicured hand. He stumbled backwards on crepe-soled shoes, whining in protest. The bouncer caught him and muscled him out the side door.
Owen’s wolf preened and growled, and he tightened his grip on the icy mug, enjoying the bite of cold against his skin. On another night, he might have separated one of the women from the herd, culled her like the predator he was, and taken her in an alley or his truck or anywhere he damn well pleased. 
That would be impulsive. That was precisely the sort of dick-in-charge, head-up-his-own-ass mistake that had landed him in trouble—the kind of trouble he couldn’t escape. 
No matter how strong the urge, letting his wolf free this night would only make things worse. 
In no way was his wolf prepared to deal with the potential shitstorm he’d created, and it wasn’t fair to take out his frustrations on a human female.
Not even the ones who licked their red lips and smiled in sensual invitation.
These teachers and accountants and risk-prevention specialists who’d shed their sensible pumps for scraps of leather and silk paired with boots and heels and chains. Like they’d signed up for BDSM summer camp and strapped on the uniform, but were still awaiting their first lesson.
Fuck if he was going to play camp counselor.
“I still think it’s a bad idea,” Remy said. “It’s not too late, we can still leave.”
Owen glanced across the narrow booth. The lyr’s dark, unfathomable gaze met his. Owen was the first to break contact and study the slight webbing between his friend’s fingers. To the casual observer, Remy looked completely human, but he had been born of the vast ocean and was only a visitor on land, as tied to the phases of the moon as any were. The cycle was all they had in common, though. 
Remy didn’t have a clue what was at stake.
“So the fuck what?” Owen challenged. “It’s not your decision.”
Remy snorted. “The only reason you’re still in one piece is because I did make a decision. Get over yourself.”
“Think you run things now?”
“No, but your brother…” Remy paused, letting the moment stretch out. “Your alpha put me in charge while he’s out of commission, so unless you want to challenge him, I suggest you shut up and listen for a change. Unless you think the superior reasoning power that landed you in this mess in the first place will be sufficient to save your sorry werewolf ass.”
“Just so you know, I hate every shifting bone in your fucking fish body.” Owen folded his big hands on the scarred surface of the table. “My plan is the only way. I’m not going to let a woman die because I made a mistake.” 
“You marked a woman who had no clue—”
“She’s a person. She has a name:  Tasha McNeil.”
Remy sighed. “You marked a woman who had no clue what was happening to her.”
“She saw me that day,” Owen interjected, “so don’t tell me she had no idea what was going on. She gave her consent. I marked her. If Lilith hadn’t intervened—”
“But Lilith did make her move,” Remy said. “Smart one, too. Witch is strategic. Got to respect that.”
“The hell I do!” Owen growled and smashed his fist against the table. A woman at a nearby table jerked her head up in alarm. 
“Your attitude isn’t helpful.” Remy flashed his trademark smile at the tourist, waiting until she resumed her conversation before turning back to Owen. “You were the careless bastard who allowed a witch to tamper with a woman you’d marked. You were the one not paying attention. Tasha McNeil is in danger because of you, not Lilith Darke.”
“You think you’re so smart, fishboy? I’m not an idiot. I was careful. Lilith said she’d wanted to talk, so when I went to meet her in the ice cream shop, I went sideways first, but Tasha could still see me.” 
Going sideways was what weres and the lyrinye called to their ability to shift out of phase with the world and become virtually invisible to average humans.
However, average did not begin to explain Tasha McNeil. While minding her own business eating an ice cream cone, she’d noticed Owen and Lilith when they should have been invisible. That remarkable ability to perceive out-of-phase creatures was what had drawn Owen to her in the first place. 
“About four percent of humans have some degree of psychic ability,” Remy said. “Maybe half that number have developed it to the point they can see a were or a lyr or even a rotting seraphim when we’re sideways.” He waved a hand in the direction of the gyrating mass of dancers. “That means there are at least two people out there right now who could detect our presence even if we slid out of phase.”
“If they weren’t too stoned or drunk.”
“The facts remain.”
Owen lifted his empty mug and flagged a server. The lyr could spout science and statistics all night, but it didn’t change the fact that Tasha McNeil with her ability to see was a rare prize. 
“Thanks for the lesson,” Owen said, “and fuck you very much.”
Remy swore under his breath, but quieted when the waitress approached the table. Her bottle-blond hair coiled on her head in a messy nest, and a metric ton of black liner traced eyelashes so long they looked like they might take flight. She thrust her spectacular breasts forward as she bent to retrieve the empty mugs. “’Nother round?”
Owen nodded. His cock twitched as he watched the server’s hips swing as she worked her way through the crowd back to the bar. 
“Who cares if Tasha McNeil can see when one fuck is as good as another?” Remy asked.
Owen growled. He wanted to shift into his wolf form and sink his teeth into the lyr’s neck for being right.  Satisfying as that might be, it didn’t change the fact that he was the one who’d put the pack at risk. Because of his carelessness, Lilith had managed to tamper with the mark he’d placed on Tasha McNeil. How Lilith had managed that trick, he didn’t know, but as soon as Tasha had mentioned sitting in the park with Lilith immediately after he’d marked her, he’d known.
Marking a female tagged her, and after that the marked female was a potential mate for any were in the pack. Owen had no intention of sharing her, however. He’d intended to make her his, but the bonding through sex had only been partially accomplished.
Whether that was his fault or Tasha’s or related to the hex the witch had added to the mark, Owen didn’t know. One thing was certain: the hexed symbol etched on Tasha McNeil’s wrist was an open invitation to Fate only knew what sorts of dark magick. It opened a psychic doorway to the Lost Legacy pack that the witch could manipulate. Witches were nothing but trouble, and Lilith Darke was the worst kind of trouble.
Owen had created this mess; it was up to him to make things right.
 “You can still change your mind,” Remy said. “I haven’t told Lan. Yet.”
“Great plan,” Owen snarked. “Leave an innocent woman marked, but not bonded. What kind of a bastard do you think I am? Might as well plant a beacon on Tasha signaling every one of our enemies. I might as well kill her myself. It would be kinder.”
“You don’t know for certain that she’d be in danger,” Remy said with a shrug. “Even though she has the sight, as far as I can tell, Tasha McNeil is totally human. She spends most of her time in the city and has shown zero interest in anything out of the ordinary—”
“Except me.”
“Noted, Romeo. However, with time the mark will fade along with any danger carrying the mark poses. Her memories of you will fade along with it. She’ll go on with her life none the wiser. Better yet, you will be able to have a life.”
“No,” Owen said flatly. “If I stand around with my dick in my hand, this is how it will go down:  Sooner or later, my brother will find out. When he does, Lan will act like an alpha. He will protect the pack. First, he’ll kill Tasha so he won’t have to kill me, even though he’ll want to. Then it will be my turn. By the time he gets done with me, I’ll wish he’d killed me. And that’s not even counting what the Council of the Kinraven will do when they find out, which they will. It’s only a matter of time.”
Remy sighed. “You’re probably right.”
“Besides, instead of forgetting about the whole thing, Tasha’s been hunting me the past ten days. Rather than enjoying her stay at the spa, she’s been asking questions and digging into the history of Lost Legacy. I’ve had to hole up in Lan’s quarters to avoid her.” 
The waitress slid two mugs frothy with a local brew across the table. Owen kicked back a long slug and dragged his hand across his mouth. “Woman doesn’t know how to quit. If I don’t do something, she’s going to get herself killed and start a war in the process. So yeah, my plan sucks, but at least I have one.”
Remy leaned his head against the back of the booth. “I respect the fact that you want to take care of this. I wish there were another way that didn’t include you submitting to the alpha of another pack. Call me crazy, but I think it’s a little extreme. I mean, it’s honorable that you want to protect this woman, but is she worth your life? What if Gideon Black decides to kill you instead of accepting you?”
“What the hell?” Owen laughed bitterly, allowing his gaze to stray to the sexy blond waitress. “I hear he’s a hell of an alpha. Maybe I’ll enjoy it.”
Remy slid him a haunted glance. “You’re wrong.”
Owen blinked. As the lyr representative in the Pacific Northwest, Remy had submitted to the alpha of the Lost Legacy pack years ago. It had been a routine thing in Owen’s view. 
Or not.
He’d never asked Remy about his life among his own kind, simply assuming the lyrinye had hierarchies similar to that of the were packs. 
Just then, Chill’s front door thwacked open, and a new crowd swept inside on a wave of perfume punctuated by chatter and the clickety-tap of heels on the planked wooden floor. More women—just what his overheated hormones needed.
Owen sighed, and was about to turn back to Remy when something sharp pierced his gut. 
Not a physical thing, but more dangerous for that reason. It was like a tiny barb shot from the never realms straight into his solar plexus. His inner wolf howled, and Owen hunched in pain, gasping and slamming his palm against the table.
“What the fuck?” Remy straightened, his hand sliding under his leather jacket for his weapon. As head of security for the Lost Legacy Preserve, he never went anywhere unarmed.
With gritted teeth, Owen raised his head and stayed Remy with a hand while he scanned the bar, hunting for the source of the attack. He found it, and cool shock dulled the pain to a bearable level.
Tasha McNeil.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Lilith jammed her time card into the antique machine, muttered a brief spell while it clunked and stamped her work start time two hours earlier than the current moment. It wasn’t like her boss would bother checking or that any of the other employees cared. Smiling, she stuffed the card back in the rack under D for Darke, hefted a steaming rack of bar glasses and shouldered through the swinging doors.
Chill was jammed from the dance floor to the outside terrace with the first big wave of vacationers of the season. She hated bartending through the long, damp winters when the owner stayed open out of sheer stubbornness, refusing to admit he didn’t have enough business to justify keeping the lights on, let alone pay salaries. 
She liked summer because she liked being busy. Busy meant more tips. Busy meant there would be fewer quiet moments to think about the way mortals stumbled through their shockingly short lives with utter blindness to the greater worlds that surrounded them. But if it weren’t for that same blindness, it would be much more difficult for her to part the fools from their money, so all in all, their ignorance was her bliss.
She deposited the glass rack on the stack next to the ice bin and started pushing a bar rag around to make it look like she’d been there for a while.  The antique oak bar was dented and dinged by the decades, carved with initials going back to before World War II. Some frugal renovator in the past had re-done the bar top with a do-it-yourself pour-on acrylic mix and studded it with flattened beer bottle caps, old matchbooks, printed cocktail napkins, business cards, candy wrappers, plastic game pieces and a thousand other bits of stuff normal people had tossed in the trash back when it was called trash, not recycling. 
Lilith had begun using the bar top as a divination tool when she’d started working at Chill a few years ago. Half the time she didn’t need to whisper a spell or invoke a level one charm because the bar top with its infinite variety of embedded crap was a virtual time machine. It started conversations and helped her read the clientele, making her selection of the night’s mark more efficient.
Benedict Ross wiped his brow with a damp, filthy rag. Lilith deftly snatched it out of his hands, replacing it with a clean one from the stack on the shelf below the bar top.  None of the cards by the time clock bore Benny’s name, but that didn’t stop him from slipping behind the bar and covering for Lilith. Nor did she bother discouraging him.
“Good thing you got here when you did,” Benny said, gesturing at the crowd. “We been so busy, I was afraid somebody’d ask me to make one’a them Long Island Iced Teas.” His short, wiry gray hair stuck out from his head in wild spikes and probably hadn’t been washed in a week. He didn’t smell too bad, so Lilith counted that as a win.
“Anytime you want to learn how, Benny. Just say the word.” 
Benny ambled to the civilian side of the bar. “I’m a’gonna leave the fancy stuff to you professionals.”
By Lilith’s reckoning, Benny had been afraid of complicated mixed drinks since sometime late in the second Clinton administration. He’d never taken Lilith up on her training offer, however. Every fall he disappeared, most likely hitching his way south to California where he spent the winter on a warmer beach only to return in the spring. One of these years, he wouldn’t survive the journey and she would miss him. Benny had his uses as another kind of divination tool. He wasn’t as dependable as the bar top or her best spells, but if he didn’t like someone, there was usually a good reason.
Between gullible customers, Benny and the magick bar top, Lilith had cleared almost six-figures already this year on top of her shit wages and meagre tips. If things kept up like this, she could quit tending bar for a few years and focus her attention on more important matters.
Like mongrel weres who seemed to think their prime seat on the Council of the Kinraven meant they were above every other magickal being. She fingered the silver rune she wore on a chain at her neck and touched the air. The currents were wild, rippling and erratic. 
She loved nights like this. It made men horny and women nervous. In other words, it was perfect for grifting and sex, not necessarily in that order (with or without magick). 
Two of her favorite things in the world.
Misty Adkins dropped a fiberglass bar tray on the rubber mat at the waitress station. She was permanently blond, pushing forty, and blessed with tits that made twenty-something females jealous. “Nice you see you decided to grace us with your presence tonight, your ladyship.” She slid Lilith a slit-eyed grin. “Gimme a couple of Devil’s Rock darks, a scotch rocks and a ginger ale.”
When Lilith had started at Chill a few years ago, the two had bonded over their mutual disgust with the stupidity of vacationers who left their brains at home. Even though it had violated about 63 line-items of the Kinraven Charter setting forth rules for the interactions between magickal and non-magickal beings, Lilith had taught Misty a few tricks. She had enough innate psychic ability to make them work and ensure the process entertained Lilith, but not enough skill that Misty could ever have become a witch herself. 
Not that Lilith had ever revealed herself or her true identity. 
That was one rule even she was afraid to break.
The lordly seraphim who controlled the council rarely descended from the peaks where they made their home, but when they did, they were usually pissed off, and a pissed off seraphim was not a pretty sight. Exactly where humans had gotten the notion the winged beings were angels, Lilith would never know. 
Brutal seraphim enforcers maintained compliance with the rulings of the council among the many and various magickal beings on the planet. Supernatural cops and not the good kind. They were only too happy to set a were after a witch and then sit back taking bets on how long it would take the wolf to track the witch and tear her to bloody shreds. 
 Despite the warmth of the night, she shuddered. 
“Any good ones out there?” Lilith asked Misty while she scanned the crowd. 
“Yeah,” Misty said grinning, jerking her head toward the dim side of the bar where booths marched all the way to the back. “Couple dudes over there. They look like they’re loggers, maybe. No money, I’d guess, but they are sweet.” She gave sweet two syllables and topped it off with a sexy shimmy. “I’d do both of ‘em. For free.”
Lilith laughed, but when she followed Misty’s direction and saw the dudes in the back booth, the sound died in her throat.
It was like a bad joke. A were, a lyr and a witch walk into a bar…
Swearing under her breath, she snagged two mugs and pulled the lever for the drafts with one hand. With her free hand, she flipped over a short bar glass, dumped a scoop of ice inside and poured three fingers of cheap bar scotch. “Ginger and what?”
“Ginger and ice, genius.” Misty pulled out a wedge of cash she swiftly counted before stuffing it back in the center pocket of her black apron. She swiveled and pointed at a blond woman at one of the tables. “For her.”
Tasha McNeil.
Lilith smiled. Things might turn around after all.
The blonde had her back to the bar and seemed engrossed in conversation with her female companions, which was a good thing, Lilith considered. It was time to figure out why the idiot hadn’t managed to bond with the damned were yet. What was her problem? 
Lilith was likely the only straight female under eighty who didn’t want to get cuddly with upwards of six feet of sexy muscles and the reportedly epic-sized cock of a werewolf, but that was her issue. Tasha and the were had spent one night together, but something had gone wrong. The bond wasn’t complete, which made her hex was as good as useless.
She needed to get Tasha McNeil and Owen White together again, but not here. Not now.
The wild energies erupting from the meeting of air, earth and sea were too unpredictable. On a night like this, a were in full rut could just as easily kill a woman as give her the orgasm of her life. Even the most prosaic locals stayed off the streets when the potent energies of predators meant trouble—the kind of trouble that was bad for business and bad Lilith’s personal bottom line.
She couldn’t throw the were and the lyr out of the bar, however she could engineer a few gestures that would make it too uncomfortable for them to stay, but only if she escaped to the back for a few minutes. There were a whole lot of spells she could sneak past unsuspecting humans, but one strong enough to give a were fleas was a spell even Benny would notice. A moment of quiet would also give her a chance to find out what was up with Tasha. Then she could figure out how to orchestrate Plan B—after she had a Plan B.
She loaded Misty’s tray and leaned close. “I’d stay away from those guys.”
Misty’s eyes widened. “Why?”
“Don’t ask. They’re bad news, so I’d steer clear.”
“Good to know,” Misty said and toddled off with her tray.
Lilith looked around until she spotted Benny at the far end of the bar. She worked her way in his direction, wiping up wet spots, replacing damp napkins with fresh ones and making small talk with customers until she reached him. “Can you cover for me for a few?”
“Oh, sure,” he said, getting to his feet.  “Long as no one asks me to make one a’them—”
She patted him on the shoulder. “If they do, you just holler for me, okay?” 
“You go out back,” Benny said, “watch out for them crows. I seen big’uns today. Whoo-ee! Almost made me crap my pants.”
“Yeah,” Lilith said, “I’ll be careful.”  Benny was even more afraid of crows than Long Island Iced Teas.
She ducked through the swinging double doors, ran through the kitchen, slipped on the greasy floor and plunged through the back door into the alley.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Tasha McNeil leaned against the hard back of the wooden bar chair and allowed conversation to flow over her. The round table before her was big enough for two people, but six of her newfound friends crowded around it, chattering excitedly. They drank frothy pastel-colored drinks with complicated garnishes—elegant cocktails with an ingredient list longer than the stemmed glasses were tall. Rewards after enduring organic, low-fat food and intense workouts followed by yoga that had stretched her body in ways Tasha hadn’t known possible.
She’d made it through ten days at the Lost Legacy Spa relatively unscathed and had weighed-in this morning minus 4.7 pounds. So what if she’d wanted to lose a pound a day like some of her friends? That was what the spa brochure had promised (these results not typical), but she hadn’t been foolish enough to believe that kind of metabolic magick would happen for her. The weight loss officially put her that much closer to her goal, although she might have to nibble celery sticks for the rest of her life to get there, while facing the fact that, in her case, a size six might be the stuff of dreams.
During her brief vacation, she’d come to love the funky vibe of the coast, falling asleep listening to the distant roar of the ocean. Returning to her house in Portland seemed like a dull and boring prospect. A lonely one, too. 
“I can’t believe we’re finally free and you’re drinking ginger ale! Give it up, girl. It’s time to celebrate.” Erin Waverly, Tasha’s roommate during her spa visit, lifted her cocktail glass, swirled the rosy liquid and touched the tip of her tongue to the sugared rim. “There is no redeeming nutritional value to this drink. I’m going to savor every drop and every calorie, and then I’m going to have another.”
“I have no tolerance,” Tasha lamented. “One drink and I’ll be dancing on the tables.”
“Seriously? That would be incredible.” Erin lifted a hand and waved for the server.
“Seriously no,” Tasha said. “Me drunk is not a pretty sight.” 
After what had happened the day before she’d arrived at the spa, she wasn’t sure allowing anything alcoholic or pharmaceutical to pass her lips was a good idea. Sex with a gorgeous stranger plus missing time followed by weirdness equaled a whole lot of stuff she couldn’t wrap her mind around.
She liked knowing what was what; she was an engineer for God’s sake. If it could be measured, plumbed, piped, reinforced or figured out, she would do just that and then provide plans, spreadsheets and production schedules to back it up. 
Whatever it was. 
When she was on the job, shit got done.
The final project she’d managed before selling her small consulting company had been the assembly of a massive crane at an industrial site. The working arm of the machine had been nearly as long as a football field. It had been the same kind of crane that had fallen from a skyscraper construction site in Manhattan a few years ago and at another site before that in Texas. Simply putting it together like the world’s biggest Lego toy had taken months. She’d made for damn sure no accidents happened on her watch. 
Still, she wasn’t infallible. That was why plans were checked and double-checked and calculations verified and nothing, but nothing, went out of the office without at least three sets of eyes going over every detail.
Even then, she’d worried. If she screwed up the specs for a platform or a structural support failed, people might die. The stress had grown more intense with every project. When a major consulting firm had floated an offer for her small shop, she’d taken the money and run, thinking all her problems were over.
Wrong.
Her skills and education hadn’t helped her deal with her encounter with Owen White. She hadn’t been brave enough to tell Erin about it because she’d worried that doing so would make her look like a gullible fool. After years of being the smartest person in the room, she was now without a job or calling to order her days. She felt dumb as a beach rock and about as valuable.
The high strangeness with Owen hadn’t helped.
Her attempts to find out if there was any link between him and the Lost Legacy Preserve, a corporation that seemed to own nearly everything in the surrounding community, had lead to exactly nothing. If the guy was hiding, he did it well.
If he wasn’t real or if her sexy encounter with him had been some super-real hallucination, then she was in more trouble than she wanted to believe. Since she didn’t know where to even start with that line of thinking, she ignored it. 
Reality and math had always been her best friends.
After turning over in her mind for the last ten days every moment she’d spent with Owen, she hadn’t retrieved her memories of the missing time from the period after she’d exited the ice cream shop with Lilith to when she’d awakened naked in a hotel room bed.
She hadn’t been drinking that day, and she was reasonably sure ice cream was neither a downer nor an aphrodisiac. The only physiological effect she blamed on ice cream (besides getting fatter) was pure bliss. 
The smart thing would be to forget about Owen and go back to her life. She wouldn’t be the first woman to have a one-night stand, and despite a few bizarre twists to said hookup, that’s what it had been. 
The weirdness also didn’t change the fact that Owen knew her name. 
Contact information was a Google-search away. 
If he’d wanted to see her again, he knew how to find her.
The last ten days? Crickets.
But she couldn’t forget that he’d also told her to find him. Apparently, in order to do that she must figure out his real name. 
Like he was Rumpelstiltskin.
She shook her head. That was bullshit, and she was better off forgetting him.
The server Erin had flagged arrived, tray on her hip and pen poised. 
Tasha pointed at Erin’s luscious pink cocktail. “I’ll have one of those, but make it a double.” 
Erin high-fived her, and they both laughed. Instead of dying away naturally, Erin’s laugh dragged out, echoed higher, going shrill. Her eyes flashed in the dim light. Tasha could have sworn she saw something floating over Erin’s shoulder, as if she wore a foggy, cashmere scarf tied around her neck with the ends fluttering in an otherworldly wind. She blinked and then it was gone. But still, Erin laughed, and the sound made Tasha’s skin crawl.
The woman on the other side of Erin told a joke. Erin’s laugh rolled on, but the eerie pitch faded slowly.
Right, okay. Back to reality.
Back to keeping her mind firmly in the track of What’s Important.
When her drink arrived, Tasha swirled the glass, watching the alcoholic pinkness go round and round. If she’d conducted her business life the way she had her personal life, she’d be living in a box under a bridge right now instead of relishing a healthy bank account. For some inexplicable reason, she acted as if love would only enter her life when the planets aligned.
Fuck. That. 
She lifted her glass. “I propose a toast.” The six raised their glasses. “Here’s to women who make decisions. Here’s to women who don’t sit around waiting for the menfolk to tell them what to do.”
“Unless it’s in bed!” Erin chimed.
“Here’s to perfect futures that are perfect simply because we created them!”
“In bed!”
As she brought her glass to her lips, an intricate knot of red lines bloomed on the inside of her wrist.
 

 
“Fuck,” Remy said at the same moment Owen spotted Tasha. “We need to get out of here.”
Both men slid out of the booth, hugging the side wall as they made their way toward the front of the bar. The side doors were locked, and the only way out took them perilously close to Tasha’s table. 
Then the crowd standing near the door shifted, blocking their path as people made way for someone…or something. Owen held up a clenched fist. Remy halted behind him. 
“Too late,” Owen whispered.
He watched as humans stumbled to get out of the way of Gideon Black and the two big weres flanking him. The humans deserved his pity. They had no idea what had just walked in out of the night and likely felt anxiety and an abrupt, but irrational urge to run like hell. An alpha as powerful as the leader of the Pacific Range pack tended to have that effect on the unsuspecting.
Owen’s mood sank deeper into despair. For the first time in his life, he felt a kinship with humans that was as unwelcome as it was honest. Their fear, his fear, in the presence of an alpha wasn’t irrational. It was the very smart, hell-bent-on-survival reaction of a lesser creature faced with a being whose power was so vast in comparison to his own; it might as well have been infinite.
He was well and truly fucked.
Still, he’d grown up with Lost Legacy’s alpha, and he knew damn well Lan’s power wasn’t anything close to infinite. The same had to be true of the Pacific Range pack alpha. 
That truth didn’t make the fear roiling in his gut any more bearable. Combined with the residual pain from proximity to Tasha’s hexed mark, he felt as weak as a nursing pup.
Gideon Black was pure feral menace wrapped in denim and leather, gliding through the crowd with a ballet dancer’s grace. He’d tied his long black hair at the back of his neck, no doubt in honor of this rare appearance in public. With his high cheekbones, blade of a nose and massive shoulders, he could have passed for a million-dollar athlete slumming on the coast. However, it was the brutal energies he wielded as an alpha that rolled before him like an invisible, slow-motion tsunami, announcing to all but the most psychically dead of humans that here walked a monster who could quash their tiny lives with a gesture.
A monster to whom Owen was about to make a gift of Tasha McNeil.
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Lilith leaned against the weathered gray siding in the alley behind Chill, her heart beating as fast as if she’d run a race. The breeze off the ocean cooled her heated skin, calmed her emotions. 
What the hell had she been thinking? Forcing the were out of the bar? Normally, yes, that was what she’d do, but now?
Wrong.
For nearly two weeks since she’d hexed Tasha McNeil, there’d been no movement. Barely a ripple in the magickal link that connected her to the woman the were had marked. She’d begun the think that all her work would come to nothing. But on this night when the currents of power that flowed just outside the range of human perception boiled with intensity, Owen White and Tasha McNeil were under the same roof. 
Energies like the ones loose tonight were hell on a were’s control. She’d seen more than one strong and experienced were snap under half this much pressure. On top of that, Owen wasn’t just any were—he was the brother of the Lost Legacy pack’s alpha, Landelarc Sable, and a powerful near-alpha in his own right.
Tasha and Owen had had sex at least once, Lilith knew, but for whatever reason, they hadn’t bonded yet. If she’d wanted verification, she could have accessed her hex and delved into Tasha’s memories, maybe given the couple a nudge to complete the bonding process, but the idea of tapping into Tasha’s sexual experiences with the were turned her stomach. It would be all the bad parts of a three-way without any of the benefits. 
Tasha seemed to have enjoyed it, however. That much she’d permitted herself to pickup from the hex that linked her to the woman. One more fuck, maybe two, she guessed, was all it would take. The pair would be bonded mates and because of her little trick, the brother of Lost Legacy’s alpha would belong to Lilith as much as he did to Tasha. 
Too cozy for comfort and slightly kinky. In other words, just what she’d planned.
She didn’t give a pack rat’s patootie about Owen White or his brother, but she cared a great deal about the Council of the Kinraven that ruled the affairs of all magickal folk in the earth realm. Through the bond with Tasha and Owen, she could, by right if not title, demand a seat on the Council of the Kinraven.
Then the great ones, weres, lyrinye, and seraphim alike, would pay the price for the long-ago banning of witches from their precious deliberations.
Closing her eyes, she leaned her head back and laughed softly, imagining the shock on the patrician faces of the lordly seraphim. Heavens! They might molt! Feathers would rain from the skies. 
Humans would think their apocalypse had arrived and cower in their prepped bunkers.
The beastly weres would growl their fury and the hideous lyrinye would hiss beneath the cold waves, but rules were rules. The Kinraven council had proved their adherence to law and order time and again. No matter how much it would pain them to concede, they would not break the accords simply to deny her a seat. They would hate on her. They would make her presence at every convening a living hell.
But Lilith Darke knew a thing or three about hell and doubted they could teach her anything new.
All she had to do was arrange alone time for Tasha and Owen and let nature take its course.
“You’re not going to get away with this.”
Lilith froze.
She knew that voice, and it was as sexy as she remembered.
Pushing away from the building, she straightened and stared into the darkness of the alley. Remy Lemarchal was about five yards away just outside the pool of light from a security lamp.
“Why don’t you go back to your puppy?” she asked. “You shouldn’t leave him alone inside. He might shit on the floor and then I’d make you clean it up.”
“He’s no puppy, and well you know it or you wouldn’t have run out here.” He moved forward, edging into the light, and she saw why Misty had shimmied. Remy was still the hottest thing—magickal or not—she’d ever seen. His body had long, lean lines and supple strength that only looked slight in comparison to some thug of a were. It wasn’t smart to hang around him. He…did things to her. Aroused her in ways she didn’t like to think about any more than she wanted to know what he looked like when he shifted.  
Witches and water, salt or fresh, were a lousy combination. However, it was just twisted enough to fit her strange life that she’d be attracted to a lyr.
Didn’t mean she had to give in to every little itch. Thank Fate for the modern age and batteries.
“What do you want?” she asked without bothering to soften her annoyance.
“Nothing from you,” he said.
“Then you won’t mind if I go back inside. Unlike some people, I work for a living.” She turned to go, but an implacable force slammed her against the side of the building.
With his big hands on her shoulders and his feet planted on either side of hers, she was pinned. “Leave Owen and Tasha alone,” he said softly, “or you’ll answer to me.”
“What are you doing to do? Swat me with a flipper?”
He ran his eyes all over her, and against her will, her body warmed under the inspection, waking in places that had been cold for longer than she wanted to admit.
“Those who have experienced lyr justice tend not to forget,” he said. “Those who live, anyway.”
“You would do that?” she asked. “Risk the wrath of the seraphim for hurting one of their slaves?”
He snorted. “The seraphim wouldn’t risk one feather to save the life of a witch and you know it.” He tucked a lock of her hair that had fallen forward behind her ear. “But things don’t have to be contentious between us.”
She allowed herself the ghost of a smile and held his stare. “I think I know quite well what’s between us right now.”
He didn’t look away, moved his hips gently against her. Surprisingly, she didn’t mind it. Didn’t mind the closeness, the heat and pressure of him.
And then his lips were on hers, and they were as firm and soft as she remembered. He kissed her gently, respectfully, and she found herself opening to him, allowing him to set the pace. Settling into his embrace as his hand roamed her breast, his thumb circling her nipple, squeezing gently. His lips trailed a fire of kisses down her neck, skimming the silver rune at her throat.
Abruptly, she came to her senses, shoved him off and stumbled a few steps away and stood with her arms wrapped protectively around her middle, breathing hard. “You have no shame.”
A lock of his thick dark hair fell over his forehead, and he grinned, his lips reddened from her mouth, his dark eyes heavy-lidded and sensual. “No, thankfully lyrinye lack your boring moral code, which, if you ask me—”
“I didn’t ask.” 
He lifted one leather-clad shoulder in an elegant shrug. “But you want me.”
She didn’t say anything. Couldn’t speak for the gorge of rage rising in her throat. The hell of it was, he was right and she did want him, but the only reason he’d come out here was to keep her away from Owen White. 
She frowned. 
When in public, the were’s lyr protector rarely left the side of the Lost Legacy alpha or his brother, so why would he leave Owen alone inside with Tasha McNeil? Owen was pissed about her handiwork, but what could he do about it?
There was no good reason for Remy to come out here. Not unless he and Owen had a plan to subvert or destroy all of her hard work.
As if reading her mind, Remy smiled.
Lilith whirled and ran for the side door.
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Remy had been right behind Owen when they’d slid out of the booth and fought their way through the crowd toward Chill’s front door, but somewhere along the way, he’d vanished. 
Owen turned back toward the front of the bar. He’d have to deal with this alone.
Watching Gideon Black did not help his mood. When the were halted his forward progress, paused and swung his head to the left, Owen’s mood got worse.
Despite his confidence in the plan when he’d explained it to Remy, Owen was not cool with what he was doing on a lot of levels, which made it just as well that his friend had deserted him. 
Gideon Black stared at Tasha McNeil.
But Tasha was staring past the big alpha, her gaze lasered on Owen. Pain streaked from his gut up the back of his neck.
Shit, but he needed a run. As fast and as far from this moment as possible. Maybe run so fast and so far he’d escape this life for another.
The pink cocktail Tasha held in one hand began to tremble, and a flush suffused her face. She started to stand, reached out with the drink to place it on the ridiculously small table. About three-quarters of the glass base landed on the flat surface, tottered and crashed to the floor in a spray of fine glass. Surprisingly, the sound seemed loud to Owen, as if he’d filtered the boom and thump of the dance music and cued only on Tasha and Gideon.
Tasha jumped back from the spill. The redhead seated next to Tasha threw her head back in an exaggerated laugh and tried to stand at the same time, but managed to fall from her chair, landing in the pink puddle with her skirt hiked up on her thighs while she laughed and laughed.
Immediately, Tasha crouched to help the redhead, but Gideon moved faster. He was like a dark wave. One minute across the bar from the women and the next, smoothly assisting the redhead to her feet. Once she was settled, he turned to Tasha, took her hand in his giant paw and raised it to his mouth, pressed his lips to her wrist.
Pain arced through Owen. He bent double, his head grazing his knees, his vision swimming as the dark lager he’d consumed rose in his throat.
He forced himself upright in time to see Tasha’s gaze target Gideon, her eyes widen, her mouth round in a perfect pink O. The mark Owen had placed on her wrist blazed like a neon red beacon on a stormy coast in his were vision.
He strode forward, the filament of connection drawing him to her defense in what was, essentially, a rush to suicide. Only a were bent on certain death charged any alpha, let alone the leader of a pack other than his own. Some rational part of his brain yammered this eminently sensible argument against suicide all the while his thighs flexed and released, closing the distance with Gideon and Tasha.
The slam of a hard hand on his shoulder halted him. He stood there, swaying slightly. Slowly, his senses opened up, the beats of the music returning along with the rumble of conversation. 
Remy’s voice cut through the noise. “—what you wanted, right? I thought this was your plan? Let Gideon take Tasha to save her from Lan’s retribution. Unless you’ve come up with something else, it’s too late to back out now. We’ve got to see this through.”
Owen looked at Remy. “Where were you just now?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
He gestured at Gideon and Tasha. “How did he know?”
Remy frowned and shook his head.
“About her,” Owen said. “Tasha. I never said anything to Gideon about her. We only talked about me submitting to him. That’s it. Nothing else.”
“Who knows?” Remy said. “This is Lost Legacy territory. Gideon wouldn’t walk in here blind, so he probably did some research.”
Owen took a step closer to Gideon and Tasha. The pressure of Remy’s hand on his arm tightened into a vice. “Let it go. She doesn’t matter, man. You made the deal. He’s come to collect. Only thing left to do is see it through the best we can.”
Pure comforting rage swirled through Owen. “We? What’s this we?” he snarled. “Since when are you going over to the dark side with me?”
Remy spread his palms wide. “Whatever you want. However you want it to go down. It’s your deal. I’m only here to help.”
In some dim part of his brain, Owen knew he was acting like an asshole, but the part that was driving him didn’t give a shit. No way could a cold-blooded lyr know his pain. What had he been thinking to allow a beast like Gideon Black take Tasha?
His Tasha.
He could smell her from here, would have been able to detect her unique signature from a throng of women on a crowded city street. He remembered the silk of her skin against his fingertips, her bright hair splayed against the white pillowcase, the wet heat of her that was for him and him alone.
Not fucking Gideon Black.
Owen surged forward.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Lilith plowed through the swinging doors from the kitchen into the bar just in time to see Gideon Black pivot, neatly swinging Tasha McNeil protectively behind him, and face Owen White’s charge. The music still pumped, but the attention of the customers focused on the two big weres. Black’s mouth curved into a sneer and from the cut of his arms and his stance, he was ready for a fight.
 If it came to that. 
Of course, weres were always ready to fight, so just because they looked ready to tear each other apart at this moment didn’t always signify.
Black towered over Owen by at least four inches, and Owen was a big man. 
Big were, for that matter. 
It looked as if Black had gussied himself up for the occasion because he’d shaved since the last time Lilith had seen him and raked a claw through his long, black hair. He still reeked of the wild, the scent of pine and smoke and light sweat rolling off him, so showers seemed optional, but he wore clean, fitted jeans, massive steel-toed boots and a sleek, black leather jacket that looked almost new.
Lilith raced around the bar before skittering to a halt, one hand on the brass ring embedded in the end of the bar and without bothering to grab the Louisville Slugger stored there for such occasions. There was no baseball bat in the world built to take on two weres. In seconds, they’d turn it into toothpicks and use them to clean their fangs after they’d finished ripping to bloody shreds the impertinent female who’d interfered in their business.
The question was:  What was the alpha of the Pacific Range pack doing in Lost Legacy territory? The last she’d heard, Lost Legacy’s alpha, Landelarc Sable, was holed up somewhere healing from a broken leg.  Lilith shuddered, imagining the level of force required to break an alpha’s femur. Normally, the beasts healed quickly. Whatever had happened to Lan must have been heinous if it was taking weeks to heal. 
News that Lan had been laid up had been her signal to make a move, and she’d called Owen to ask for a meet. With Lan out of the way, even temporarily, she had a vastly better chance of making inroads on the pack and putting herself that much closer to her goal of obtaining a seat on the Kinraven Council.
None of her speculations explained what had brought Gideon Black to town since it could not have been to confer with Lan. Unlike the Lost Legacy pack that congregated along this narrow stretch of the coast, the Pacific Range pack roamed like true nomads, spending summers in the south, tracking north every few seasons. Rumor had it they owned houses scattered throughout the Rocky Mountains and Cascade Range where they took shelter periodically after weeks in the wild. For that reason, there was no telling when the Pacific Range weres would show up in any particular spot. That being said, all packs under the rule of the council respected the territorial borders of rival packs.
If Black’s presence was part of some plan, Owen didn’t look happy about it. But Remy had clearly warned her to leave them alone. 
That meant Owen was up to something.
The local shifters normally didn’t come into town much and almost never into Chill. At least, they hadn’t as along as Lilith had been in command of the bar. She didn’t put up with their annoying tendency to fight every time someone made a random comment they interpreted as an insult, real or imagined. Or tangled over a female who probably couldn’t handle that much testosterone anyway. 
More than a few weres in one location usually resulted in broken furniture, smashed out windows and general chaos. And that was when no one got hurt, and no blood was spilled. When it was only one or two, she could keep an eye on the bastards and pass them off as strays from a biker gang who only looked alarmingly huge, but were actually harmless.
Not.
It was too much trouble to explain what was really going on, even if anyone would believe it, so she didn’t bother, preferring to drive their shifter asses out of the bar. But now she had four weres to deal with plus Remy.
The lyr had managed to find his way back inside even faster than she had. She shook her head, not wanting to think about the way he moved, turning into a dark blur with his inhuman speed. He stood behind Owen now like a faithful lieutenant. That was another relationship she didn’t understand. Sure, the lyr had been posted with Lost Legacy as part of an exchange between races as dictated by the council, but his loyalty seemed like the real deal. No way did she believe it was reciprocated. 
Weres took care of their own. Period.
Remy stared at her, and her body responded, remembering the heat of his kiss out in the alley. Her stomach clenched low and hard. 
Fuck them all.
She slipped behind the bar, hefted her baseball bat and approached the snarling standoff.
“You boys look thirsty. Misty here’ll be happy to get you something to drink,” she said as pleasantly as she could. Misty stood off to the left with her brown fiberglass tray clutched against her chest like a shield.
Gideon Black’s eyes cut to Lilith. “I’m not thirsty.” His words came out like a growl, guttural sounds that faintly resembled English.
“Well,” she said, “then we’ve got a problem because this is a bar. People like to come here to drink and relax. Have a good time. I can’t allow you…guys…to get in the way of innocent people enjoying themselves.”
Gideon jerked his chin up and back swiftly as if he suddenly scented something foul. “Ask him. This is his territory. I am merely a guest.”
She looked at Owen. “That true?”
Owen White practically quivered with rage, but he nodded. 
Lilith balanced the weight of the bat on her palms. “That’s different.” She gestured toward the rear of the establishment. “You should have mentioned it because it so happens we have a banquet room for private parties. I think you might be more comfortable there.”
Music still boomed from the dance floor, but most of the attention of the agape vacationers was on the werewolf confrontation. A few of the braver souls held their cell phones high, red lights blinking.
Great. That was all she needed. Tourists recording a shifter duel.
Remy leaned forward and spoke softly into Owen’s ear. Owen’s gaze never left Gideon. Tasha seemed to have turned into a blond statue posed behind Gideon Black, staring straight ahead at his massive back as if watching an invisible screen mounted between his shoulder blades. Or maybe she’d gone into a fugue state. She’d done the same thing ten days ago when Lilith had hexed the were mark on her wrist.
Owen turned to Lilith. “The private room is a good idea.”
Gideon Black nodded. “Lead the way.”
Lilith did so. 
Owen, Remy, Gideon and his two bodyguards fell in. 
Tasha McNeil trailed behind them like a ghost.
After the five men filed past her into the banquet room, Lilith took Tasha by the arm. The younger woman didn’t protest, but when Lilith ushered her through the doorway and down the short hall leading back to the bar, she resisted. “I need to go back there.”
“Bad idea,” Lilith said.
“But—”
“No buts,” Lilith said.
“This is about me,” Tasha said, pointing at the banquet room door.
“Maybe, maybe not. It’s hard to tell with them.” She jerked her head toward the bar. “It’s safer for you out there. Let them settle their deal, and then we’ll see what’s up.”
Tasha’s eyes flared with a sudden infusion of awareness and anger. “I’m not going to stand around while those…those…” She fell silent, and Lilith waited. Finally, Tasha said, “Crazy stuff happens to me, and there you are. Just like before. I don’t understand. What the hell is going on?”
“I don’t know,” Lilith said, finding it interesting that she was telling the truth, “but if you go out to the bar and stay with your friends, I’ll find out.”
“How will I know if you’re telling the truth?”
“Then leave. Walk away.” She didn’t want Tasha to do that, but it was pointless to attempt to convince someone about something you would not do. 
It wasn’t Lilith’s fault the were had marked Tasha McNeil or that the woman didn’t remember much of the experience. The slight adjustment Lilith’s hex had made to Owen’s mark should have had no effect on Tasha. Although it would take a concerted search to find anyone with a lower opinion of weres than Lilith, she’d never known a were to mark a female who hadn’t given her consent. As far as she knew, all weres were sticklers about that sort of thing.  
But consent wasn’t the same thing as a true understanding. From the dazed and confused expression on Tasha’s face, the woman didn’t have a clue about the nature of her current situation.
 It made Lilith wonder if Tasha had the brains and guts she’d need to deal with a were like Owen. Forget about an alpha like Gideon—he’d have her for breakfast.
Still, things were in motion, and there was no going back. At least Tasha McNeil had a chance, and that was more than most humans got with a were.
“Second thought, it might be better for you if you went back home and forgot about all this,” Lilith said.
“I can’t walk away,” Tasha said in a low voice. “I need to understand.”
“Then let me help,” Lilith said.
“Like you helped me with Owen? I don’t think so.”
There was a loud thump that sounded like a heavy body had been thrown against the wall of the banquet room. Tasha jumped. “Are they always like this?” she asked.
Lilith snorted. “They’re not exactly housebroken. What do you expect from a were?”
Tasha frowned. “A what?”
“Were.” When Tasha didn’t respond, she continued, “Shifter? You know, werewolf? Fangs, lousy temper, goes all hairy and howls at the full moon?”
Tasha laughed. “So that’s their symbol? My ex used to watch Sons of Anarchy on television. The guy who played the lead was kind of hot, but it was too violent for my taste.”
“Yeah,” Lilith said slowly, the full extent of Tasha’s ignorance spreading like an oil slick on a moon dark pond. “But not.”
“Not what?”
“Not bikers. Not even human. They only look human. They’re werewolves. Real ones.” 
Except Remy, but she left that particular detail out since Tasha didn’t act like she was prepared to deal with the variations in the shifter versions.
“Werewolves don’t exist,” Tasha said stubbornly. “They’re an urban legend.”
“Like this doesn’t exist?” She grabbed Tasha’s wrist and turned it over. An intricate knot of lines formed a raised red welt against her pale skin. “This is real. This is Owen’s mark. The mark of a werewolf.”
Jerking her hand from Lilith’s grasp, Tasha cradled it against her breast. “I got tangled in some vines on a hike this past week at the spa. Possibly poison ivy. I have sensitive skin.”
Lilith raised a brow.
“There were a lot of weeds,” Tasha said defensively. “I think maybe they had thorns.”
Lilith sighed, not wanting to argue with a woman willing to consider the notion that a poison ivy rash might appear in an artistically patterned design on two square inches of her body and nowhere else. “Whatever. You still want to understand what’s going on?”
Tasha nodded.
“Then go and sit with your friends and wait for me. When I know more, I’ll come back and fill you in. Sound like a plan?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“You can go home and pretend it never happened,” Lilith said.
“I’m not going to walk away. I want answers.”
“Then you’re going to have to trust me.”
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
After making sure Tasha was seated safely with her friends in the bar, Lilith slipped back inside the banquet room.  She noted that only one table had been overturned with two of the metal legs dented and misshapen. The wall nearest the table was in worse shape. The seventies era driftwood-colored paneling boasted a werewolf-sized hole at eye level with half-broken pieces jutting into the room at odd angles. 
Why talk when you can throw your buddies around like soccer balls?
One of Gideon Black’s lieutenants hunched on the floor nearby, cradling one arm and glaring at Owen with murderous intent. Or what would have been murderous intent in a human face. With werewolves, it was hard to tell hatred from admiration because their entire emotional spectrum seemed to be expressed exclusively in shades of violence.
“You need to leave.” 
Remy.
He leaned against the wall next to her with his hands jammed in the pockets of his jeans and looked at her like he was hoping she’d refuse to do as he asked. 
“I’m trying to protect you,” he said
“Well, good for you,” Lilith said, “but I have a stake in this dog fight.” She glanced over where Owen and Gideon sat talking. She was too far away to make out their conversation, but at least they were talking and not trying to kill each other. Always a plus with werewolves.
“Nothing you can do or say will make any difference, except perhaps to make things more difficult for Owen.” Remy paused, and then said,  “No matter what they say about you, I don’t think you meant to do harm.”
She studied him, not entirely sure what to do. True, she needed to find out what Gideon Black was doing here, but did she need to know enough to trust a lyr who’d proven time and again his loyalties were with the weres of Lost Legacy? 
Of course, Remy could turn his handsome face into more of a mask than any were, and as far as she knew, the lyrinye had never hunted witches, but there was always a first time… 
Suddenly, the idea of tricking a were in order to gain a seat on the council didn’t seem very bright. It made her vulnerable to Owen. Although he was too malleable to represent a challenge. Remy was a different story. She didn’t like feeling vulnerable around him.
“You don’t know—”
He laughed. “You have no idea why Gideon Black is here.”
“I know that Owen is up to something.”
“You could call it that.”
She frowned and cast about for reasons Owen might have business with the Pacific Range alpha. Without Lan’s express blessing, even talking to Gideon might be seen as a betrayal, so whatever Owen had in mind, it was serious enough to risk a deadly reaction from his alpha. 
“It can’t be about what I did,” Lilith said. “The hex was a tiny thing, and if it bothered Owen that much, well…weres rut all the time. He could find another female.” 
“Why’d you do it?”
“Hex Tasha’s mark?”
He nodded.
“Witches love to meddle in the affairs of others. Didn’t you know that? It’s common knowledge.”
“No,” he said. “I don’t believe that.”
She glanced down at her red boots to hide the unexpected welling of tears. Anger and frustration she could manage, but sorrow? 
No. There was no room in her life for emotions. They were dangerous because they got people killed.
Remy might have an uncanny way of getting under her skin, but she didn’t want him to see the sadness. If pressed, she’d admit she liked kissing him. She liked looking at him, and had considered sleeping with him, but it would never be any more than that. 
Not for her.
Not for any witch.
Witches belonged to the seraphim, body and soul.
Yet he still came around the bar from time to time.
Kissed her in the alley and made her blood heat.
She looked back at him. “Why do you bother?”
“He’s my friend,” he said, looking over at Owen.
“No,” she said, “with me. With a witch.”
He nodded at Gideon and Owen. “The packs live and die by their hierarchies, but we are different.” He patted his chest.  “Lyrinye live in pods, but we have no leaders like the packs.”
She shook her head. “How do you get things done?”
“Our world is the ocean, the ever-changing waters. We swim with the tides.” His gaze came back to hers. “We live by our desires.”
Wariness swirled through her. She didn’t trust him, wouldn’t allow herself to trust him, but a fragment of the truth might make him lay off the loyal protector routine. “The hex won’t affect Owen or Tasha in any serious way, but it could help me, help all…” She’d been about to say all witches who live under the harsh rule of the seraphim, but the words would not escape her lips. 
Not because she didn’t want to say them. 
Because she could not say them. 
The silver rune at her throat burned.
“Enough to risk a man’s life?” Remy asked softly.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she scoffed. “No were ever died for a fuck.”
“Then watch this.” 
Tired of his attitude, she pushed away, but his hand slid down her arm and pinned her against him. His breath was hot on her cheek. “Watch,” he said. “This is your doing.”
Gideon Black rose to his full height. Owen remained seated, staring straight ahead, his gaze fixed on nothing. Gideon’s lieutenant cuffed Owen repeatedly about the back of his head. He jerked back and forth, taking it without responding. 
“What is this?” Lilith asked. “Werewolf BDSM?”
“This is how a were submits.”
Lilith gasped. “No. Lan will kill him.”
“Lan will kill Tasha before allowing a woman into their pack with a hexed mark,” Remy said.
Gideon dragged Owen from his seat and forced him to his knees. Owen folded his hands before him and mumbled something Lilith couldn’t make out. 
Gideon threw back his head and roared a growl, shucking his leather jacket and shaking his long hair free. He seemed to shimmer and grow larger, and Lilith realized he was…shifting. 
He arched, threw his hands wide, and with a loud cracking sound, his face began to morph. His nose and jaw elongated, his shoulders sloped, his nails grew claws. He tore at his shirt until it came away in shreds. His jeans split with a loud ripping sound. Fur sprouted all over his body, a tail appearing and lengthening, and then things moved faster, one change blurring into the next.
A huge black wolf with silver-tipped fur loomed over the kneeling Owen White.
Micro-tremors shook every inch of Owen’s body, but still his gaze remained fixed and steady.
Lilith held her breath, unable to look away.
The wolf opened his massive jaws, fangs long and gleaming, and took Owen’s neck in his mouth. Owen’s head bent to one side like a doll.
Lilith’s hand found its way to her mouth. “No,” she breathed.
“Quiet,” Remy hissed.
All at once, Owen’s body went limp, and Lilith thought maybe he’d passed out. At least, she hoped he’d passed out. It was also good that blood wasn’t spurting, and all his parts still seemed connected.
After what seemed like hours, the wolf released Owen, who slumped to the ground.
Then, miraculously, it was over.
Lilith buried her face in her hands. Remy’s arms snaked around her, and she allowed him to hold her, breathing in the clean scent of leather and spice. He whispered quiet, soothing words in her ear and slowly, she felt a measure of calm return.
“Find me a damned shirt,” Gideon roared.
Lilith pulled away from Remy. The alpha had shifted back into human form again and was magnificently naked. All eyes were on her. 
“Are you deaf, woman?” Gideon yelled again. “Find me a shirt.” 
He gestured to his genitals. “And some pants.”
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
“It’s all okay,” Tasha muttered as she threaded her way through the crowded bar making her way back to where her friends were still gathered. The air smelled of onion rings and fried shrimp and beer. Cigarette smoke drifted in through the open windows.  Tasha twitched her nose and coughed. 
The itchy spot on her wrist throbbed where Lilith had rubbed it after saying stupid, impossible things. Tasha’d wanted to call her a bitch and stalk off. After all, wasn’t that what stilettos were for?
Among other things.
She tennis-matched from one side of the bar to the other, making sure there weren’t any more hunky, leather-clad males with predatory intent lurking.  All she saw were the normal tourist-escaping-to-the-beach variety guys. They were a little dumpy, some going bald, and to a man, desperately needed someone to dress them, but after what she’d seen in the banquet room, ordinary guys seemed comforting. Reassuringly normal.
Not werewolves.
Seriously? Who believed that crap?
Those guys could style themselves however they wanted, but she certainly didn’t believe Lilith’s claims. 
The real question was what was Lilith trying to pull over on her now? 
Whatever it was, Tasha wasn’t buying or believing or cooperating any longer than she absolutely had to in order to get her questions answered. After that, she was heading back to Portland.
Boring suddenly looked like a good thing.
Erin and the others who’d joined them on a night out after ten days at the Lost Legacy spa were still seated at the table to the left of the door. A few guys had wedged into the group. The round-backed chair where Tasha had been sitting next to Erin was still empty. She took her seat and mourned the loss of her lovely pink cocktail. Shards of glass ground underfoot as she scooted closer to the table.
Erin’s chin bobbed against her chest, her red hair swinging back and forth in time to the music. From the looks of it, her friend wasn’t doing well at all, but hey, no judging, right?
“How’s it going,” Tasha asked with forced cheer. 
Erin didn’t respond.
She tapped Erin on the shoulder, and she looked up, but her gaze was unfocused. She seemed to be studying something on the ceiling. Tasha resisted the urge to follow Erin’s direction.
“You know,” Erin said, pointing a wavering finger upward, “alcohol just doesn’t do it for me anymore.”
Tasha blinked. “Because…”
Erin’s gaze swiveled, and she spread her hands wide. “Because I’m not drunk.” 
“Un-huh,” Tasha said, “and this is you not drunk?”
“Eggs-act-ly,” Erin slurred. “Can you believe it?”
“No, actually, I can’t.”
“You’re no fun, but I should have guessed that.”
“Why?”
Erin leaned forward and spoke in a loud, drunken whisper. “They’ve been telling me about you.”
“They?”
“Uh-huh,” Erin said, nodding as solemnly as a six-year-old with a secret.
“Who?
“Up there.” She pointed again.
“That’s it.” Tasha collected her purse and fished for the keys to her rental. “Let’s get you home.”
“I don wanna go home,” Erin said. 
“What do you want to do?” As if cooperating with crazy helped.
“I lost eight pounds this week. Eight! And you know what?”
“What?” Tasha asked.
“Bobby—that’s my husband—Bobby will still think I’m fat.” Erin sighed, and her lower lip quivered. “What’m I gonna do? If I stay fat, I think he’s gonna leave me for one of those skinny yoga girls.” 
The last ten days, Erin had always been good for a wisecrack when it came to her husband’s intolerance about weight, but now her sorrow made Tasha’s heart ache. More gently, she asked, “How about we get you back to the hotel?” 
Erin shook her head and pointed at the ceiling again. “I gotta talk to him first. Find out what he wants. Maybe he can make Bobby love me again.”
“Who?”
“Him.” Erin raised a wobbly finger. 
This time Tasha looked over her shoulder. Nothing. Erin pointed again, raised her brows and bugged her eyes like an annoyed teenager. 
For good measure, Tasha craned up and down and all around before returning her attention to Erin.
“Don’t tell me you can’t see him, because he said you can see him.” Erin folded her arms over her chest.
“Okay, we’re done.” Tasha wove an arm around Erin’s shoulders and pulled her to her feet. Erin’s arms flailed wildly as she resisted. Tasha lost her grip on the other woman and stumbled backward, catching herself with a hand on the back of a neighboring chair.
“Hey lady, watch it,” a man cried.
“Sorry,” Tasha mumbled, righting herself and taking back every charitable thought about ordinary guys.
Erin was slumped on the floor, still staring at the ceiling and mumbling. 
Yeah, this was turning into a clusterfuck of a night.
Pulling herself back together, Tasha sidestepped through the thick crowd until she reached the bar. There were stools for ten, but about thirty people crammed into the space. She waved for the bartender, an older man with spiky gray hair and a pleasant, round face. 
“What can I get you, ma’am?” he asked.
Tasha said, “My friend’s had a little too much to drink. Do you think you could help me get her to the car?”
The bartender leaned left and then right, craning as if to see precisely who Tasha meant. “That lady?” he asked. “The one with the red hair?”
Like it matters who she is? Tasha wondered. “Yeah, that’s her.”
“Oh yeah,” the bartender said, nodding and wiping his hands on a white towel. “No, I can’t help her.”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s the crows,” the bartender said. “Whoo-ee, they’re bad.”
The blond waitress slapped her empty tray on the bar. “Shake a leg, Benny, I got a big order.”
“I gotta go,” the bartender said. “I’m sorry about your friend.” He seemed genuinely contrite, and that took some of the fire from Tasha’s indignation.
She appealed to the waitress. “Could you ask if someone in the kitchen or one of the staff could help me get my friend out to the car?”
“Sure thing,” the waitress said, handing a slip of paper to the bartender. “Get cracking on those, Benny.” She turned to Tasha. “Hold on a sec and I’ll get one of the guys from the back.”
“No!” Tasha said too fast, her voice too loud.
The waitress frowned. “I thought you said you needed some help?”
“Uh, thanks anyway,” Tasha said. “I can manage.”
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
As Lilith walked back into the banquet room carrying a shirt and trousers she’d found in the employee break room, she was unhappy about what had gone down. No one should have noticed her hex. Ever. It had been a tiny package of magick, a bit of her most elegant work and designed, as they said in this modern age, to fly under the radar. Tasha and Owen should have mated to their heart’s content and never suspected a thing. 
None of this was her fault, but the only thing to do now was cut her losses and wait for another opportunity. Considering the hotheaded and thoughtless nature of werewolves, it wouldn’t take long. Judging from the level of Remy’s anxiety, Owen was starting to unravel.
Her outlook did not improve when she handed the clothing to a still-naked Gideon Black. He smirked as she studiously kept her gaze above the waist. 
“Look all you want. I don’t mind.”
She tried to depart quickly as she’d come, but Remy blocked her exit.
“Not so fast,” he said.
She folded her arms under her breasts, glad to have her back to the all the dangling were nakedness. “I thought we were done here.”
Gideon’s voice rumbled from behind her, muffled for a moment, then coming clear again. “The balance of power has changed, thanks to you. You will not be permitted to walk away.” 
Which meant she’d have to deal with Gideon now, instead of Owen.
It was an interesting turn of events, and maybe not the good kind of interesting, but it also meant she was still in the game. 
It wasn’t over until it was over.
She turned around and was pleased to see the trousers fit Gideon, more or less. He ripped the sleeves off the shirt, but it still was too small, so he made do with throwing on his leather jacket over his bare chest. It swung open over the hard slabs of muscle. His long black hair hung about his face, and the whole effect made him look like a barbarian king.
“I understand you hexed his woman,” Gideon said.
“Not exactly.” She didn’t think werewolves were interested in the finer points of magickal technique, but she also didn’t want to be accused of something she hadn’t done. “I did not hex an entire person.”
“What…exactly…did you do then?”
Lilith bent and scooped the torn shirt remnants from the carpeting, hugging them to her chest when she was done. They smelled of day-old grease and soapsuds and reminded her of Benny. “You could say I merely added a little something to the mark Owen had already placed on the female. Like an overlay. It wasn’t designed to have any effect on the mark itself.”
“Why did you do it? Did you want her for yourself or are you into threesomes?” That dirty smirk came back on Gideon’s face, and she wanted to slug him.
“You sniffed the woman. What did you sense?” Lilith snapped.
Gideon glanced at Owen then back at Lilith. “The blonde?”
Owen nodded. 
“And you didn’t tell me?” Gideon’s tone was low and deadly.
Owen shrugged.
With a casual swipe, Gideon backhanded Owen, sending him sprawling. The were bounded to his feet, eyes blazing and fists clenched.
“You should have told me about her,” Gideon said. “Fortunately, I am not so old that I can’t recognize the scent of a marked-but-unbonded female. So you marked her, but that was all.” His lips curled into a sensuous sneer. “You couldn’t rise to the occasion?”
Fury rippled off Owen in waves so powerful Lilith could almost see them. 
“The witch tampered with the mark,” Owen ground out. “As soon as I discovered it, I…halted…the mating.”
Gideon shrugged. “So? Why didn’t you kill the witch and keep the female?”
“I could not do so without bringing the wrath of the seraphim down upon us all.” Owen’s gaze lasered on Lilith. “She is said to belong to Gaebryl of the peaks.”
“Said to?” Gideon asked sharply. “Don’t you know?”
“No, my lord.”
Lilith’s silver rune heated while the alpha growled, his fingers clenched into a fist. 
“You’ve scared my were, witch,” Gideon said, “and made his balls shrivel. What do you think of that?”
“I think you’re playing with me,” Lilith said, smiling even though fear made her throat tight. Gideon was nearly a foot taller and outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds. Even if she could spit out a spell or reach her trusty baseball bat in time, he would kill her before she could mount a defense.
At some point in the conversation, Remy had moved into place behind her. His presence was oddly comforting.
Gideon’s eyes were dark and deep as he studied Lilith. “You’ve caused a lot of trouble. More than you’re worth. My old friend, Landelarc Sable, may well fight me over this mess. I would be very sad if I had to kill him. We’ve been friends since childhood. Worse, he will see his brother’s actions this day as a betrayal.”
“You could have turned him down, not accepted him,” Lilith shot back.
“No, I couldn’t.”
“It doesn’t matter. The wolf made his choice,” Lilith said. “I had nothing to do with it.”
Owen barked a bitter laugh. “If not for you and your damned hex, none of us would be here now.”
“My hex has nothing to do with any of this,” Lilith insisted. “If the packs want a war, you’ll find an excuse, but don’t blame me.”
Gideon loomed over Lilith. He didn’t touch her, but the threat in his stance, in the tension that radiated from his massive body felt as real as a gut punch. “I want the whole story, witch.”
There was no such thing as lying to an alpha as powerful as Gideon Black. Lilith took a breath and spoke, feeling like she was diving off a cliff. “Once the woman bonded with the were, the magick of the hex would make me part of the bond. In effect, a member of the pack. As such, I could request a seat on the Council of the Kinraven.”
Gideon blinked and his shoulders relaxed. Lilith discovered she could breathe again.
“Witches are represented on the council by the seraphim,” Gideon said mildly. “It has always been that way.”
“As I’m sure Landelarc Sable will understand that you’re merely representing Owen since his submission to you.”
For a moment, she thought she saw something hard flash in the alpha’s eyes, but his voice was calm. “Do you or do you not belong to Gaebryl of the peaks?” 
“Yes,” she said softly. “Since I was eight years old.”
He took her chin in his hand, and lowered his face to hers until she flinched and tried to draw in on herself. Only his fierce grip held her. “Do you think my lord Gaebryl will fail to notice the fact that you have polluted his link to you by the addition of the human female with your damned magick? Did you think of the consequences before you involved an innocent in your schemes? I am only an ignorant were, but even I know that seraphim are not famed for their kindness.”
“I have lived with the kindness of seraphim all my life,” Lilith spat. “I would never have allowed Tasha to be harmed.”
He released her with a gesture of disgust. “Why are you so certain you could ensure her safety?”
She lifted her chin. “Because once I have taken my seat on the council, I will bring Gaebryl up on charges. He and all seraphim will face justice for their crimes.”
Gideon stared for a moment, and then laughed. It was a loud sound that boomed across the empty room.
“You find the cruelty of the seraphim humorous?” Lilith asked.
“No, I don’t, but you have balls witch.” He threw Owen a disgusted glance. “More than this pup.” 
He turned to his second-in-command, Bear. “Bring me the damned female.”
Owen stepped forward. One side of his face was still red from Gideon’s blow. “Tasha doesn’t know anything. Dragging her into this will only confuse her more.”
“Is she dim-witted?”
“No.”
“She doesn’t know…what…I am,” Owen said.
Gideon sighed. “You marked her without her consent?”
“Yes, I mean…no. What I mean is…” Owen stammered.
Gideon lifted his hand as if to hit Owen again, but seemed to think better of it. 
Lilith jumped into the gap of silence. “She consented, but she doesn’t remember. If I talk to her, perhaps I can find out what happened.”
Gideon, Owen and Remy all stared at her.
“It’s the least I could do to make…amends,” she added. 
Wow, making promises she might not be able to keep and to an alpha. Her life had just hit a new low.
“What a fine mess. I should kill all of you simply for causing so much trouble.” Gideon raked a hand through his hair. “This is what we will do:  bring the woman before me. If she is satisfactory, I will take her.” He cut a glance to Lilith. “And you will have your seat for all the good it will do you. I suspect my lord Gaebryl might kill you himself over this, but it will save me the trouble.” 
He turned to Owen. “You will bring your brother before me at the next full moon where I will take his submission.”
Owen paled.
“Do you have a problem with that?” Gideon snarled.
Owen’s shoulders slumped. “No, my lord.”
Gideon waved a massive hand at Lilith. “Go get the woman, but remember this: once I take her, you are mine, as well.”
Lilith swallowed. “That’s not how the hex works.”
Red suffused Gideon’s face and his voice boomed. “If I want your opinion, I will ask for it. Now go before I change my mind.”
Lilith fled the room.
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Lilith saw Benny first. 
As she pushed her way through the crowd, she sensed that the energies in the bar had shifted in some indefinable way while she’d been in the back. They were darker, edgier. More…scattered. 
If the flows were music, they would be modern and atonal, a discordant piece that grated and irritated. If the night were a movie, this would the moment when something bad happened, yet all she saw was Benny bent over a table, wiping furiously while four women pointed at the mess on the floor of spilled liquid and broken glass.
“You all right?” she asked Benny.
He bobbed up, a startled look in his pale blue eyes. “This is bad,” he breathed. “Really, really bad.”
Lilith flashed a professional smile at the disgruntled customers. “I’ll get a busboy out here right away to clean that up.” She turned and waved Misty over. “To make it up to you, how about a round on the house?”
Misty arrived, tray in hand, and Lilith didn’t hang around.
Tasha McNeil had vanished. 
There was no way in hell Lilith was walking back into the banquet room to face Gideon Black again without her.
She made one complete circuit of the bar, including the terrace that fronted the beach, but found no sign of Tasha. 
Chanting an internal shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, Lilith charged out the front door and looked up and down the street. Parking space was precious, and Chill’s official lot had room for about twenty cars. Lilith saw no sign of movement there. 
She walked north a few blocks and turned left down a side street, heading for the area the city had converted to public parking. A bald guy in a red plaid shirt and stained khakis slumped on a bench, muttering to himself while he had both hands lifted, palms up, waving them back and forth as if polishing an invisible screen. 
“Hey,” she said. When he didn’t respond, she spoke louder. “Hey buddy, you see a woman come by in the last little bit? Blond, about five-six?”
His hands froze, and his head tilted to one side then the other as he regarded her. “They’re over there, and they want in.”
Lilith sighed. She had seen the likes of this guy too many times over the years. Too smart for his own good, probably underemployed and endlessly ignored by women. They came to the beach hoping to get lucky, but failed to see the hard truth that they weren’t any more likely to attract a woman while on vacation than they were in their normal habitat. The only difference between this guy and the others was that he had fallen too far into his own delusions for anything resembling mental health.
She smoothed a hand over her hair, tucked a stray lock behind her ear. “The woman,” she said again, “you see anybody?”
“They probably got her,” he said mournfully and turned his attention back to the sky.
“Who do you think got her?” she asked.
He pointed. “Them.” 
She followed the invisible line from his hand upward to the power lines arcing across the street. Huge black crows perched side-by-side, filling every available inch, solid black shapes against the deep blue of the night sky.  
Watch out for them crows. I seen big ‘uns today. Whoo-ee!
Lilith frowned. Benny was always yammering about crows, but they congregated all along the coast. Nothing special about that. There was probably a logical explanation for this particular nocturnal behavior, and if Lilith had a scientist handy or her smart phone, she’d dig up an answer, if only to shut up the annoying voice in the back of her head that screamed this is weird!
She didn’t have time for anomalies or sad drunks. There was enough high strangeness in her life that she had conjured all on her own, thank you very much.
Now, where the hell was Tasha McNeil?
In the distance, a car door slammed, followed by a string of curses and high-pitched laughter. It floated over the trees from the general direction of the parking lot. Twin beams of headlights cut the moist night air, and an engine revved.
Lilith broke into a jog. 
A silver four-door Kia edged out of a parallel parking space and into the street. A finger of light from the street lamp illuminated Tasha’s determined face above the steering wheel.
“Tasha,” Lilith yelled, still running and waving her hands. “Wait!”
She trotted into the street, intersecting the Kia’s path. It screeched to a halt and avoided hitting Lilith by less than a foot. The driver’s side window buzzed down. Tasha stuck her head out and yelled, “What is it with you? Do you have a death wish or something?”
Lilith ran around to the side and rested her hands on the car door. “What’s the hurry?”
Tasha gestured toward the passenger seat. The redheaded woman sat with her head lolled against the headrest, her hands loose in her lap, her lips parted with a drizzle of drool leaking from the corner of her mouth.
“Had a bit too much?”
“No,” Tasha said firmly. “She’s sick.”
“Probably nothing a good night’s sleep and the hair of the dog won’t fix. Come back inside, and I’ll give you one of my hangover remedies.”
“She only had two drinks,” Tasha insisted, “and they were more frou-frou than booze.”
“Tolerances vary a lot from one person to the next,” Lilith said. 
“There’s something wrong with her. I’m going to take her back to the hotel and see if they can find a doctor.”
Lilith shook her head. “Not at this hour. Not on a weekend.”
“I guess I could take her to the Emergency Room,” Tasha said, “but I just met her last week at the spa. I don’t even know if she has insurance.”
“She looks comfortable,” Lilith said, trying to keep the doubt from her voice. The redhead looked wrecked, but it wasn’t her issue. Gideon Black was probably wearing a hole in the banquet room carpeting about now. If she didn’t get Tasha back there soon, he’d send his weres after her.
“She can sleep in the car. If you come back inside, I’ll help you get her to the hotel afterward.” As if on cue, a car pulled out of the city lot. “See? It’s meant to be.”
Tasha frowned. “Did you get the answers you promised?”
“Yes,” Lilith said.
“Why can’t you tell me now?”
“It’s a lot to take in all at once. This isn’t the place. Besides, they only want to talk to you.”
Tasha pursed her lips. “That’s it? They just want to talk?”
No need to break the news to Tasha just yet that Gideon had generously offered to take her off of Owen’s plate like she was an extra slice of prime rib. 
Modern woman that she was, Tasha might believe she had the right to determine her own fate. So that was going to be a problem, what with weres thinking their primal habits trumped anything from the so-called civilized world. Lilith wasn’t fond of weres, but she had to hand it to them—you always knew where you stood with them.
Unlike the lyr. 
Unbidden, the memory of Remy’s lips on hers surfaced, and a wave of heat suffused her body.
She shoved it away ruthlessly. She didn’t have time for stupid indulgences. Besides, who was she to say what Tasha did or did not want? Let the woman make up her own mind. If possible, Lilith would help her on that score. At least go with her to talk with Owen and Gideon. No matter the habits and customs of the packs, women had a right to make their own choices. Because, who knew? Tasha had allowed a werewolf to mark her in the first place, which meant she’d given her permission whether or not she remembered doing so. 
That meant she was way more adventurous than she looked. Maybe Tasha would be into Gideon. A lot of women wouldn’t think twice about jumping into bed with the big were. 
Lilith said, “The only way you’re going to get complete answers to your questions is to go back inside and talk to Gideon and Owen.”
“Gideon? Was he the one…?”
“Yeah,” Lilith said. “The big guy who kissed your hand.”
“Oh,” Tasha said softly. “Is he one of…the gang?”
Gang? 
Lilith sighed. “With werewolves, it’s called a pack, and yeah, Gideon is a werewolf. Head werewolf, in fact.”
“Werewolves.” Tasha laughed nervously. “That’s so bizarre, but I guess it’s no big deal what they call their little…club. I guess you’re right. It’s always good to talk things out, and I’ll feel better going home with answers. I hate leaving things hanging. I’m kind of OCD that way.”
Lilith waited while Tasha guided the car across the street and into the recently vacated slot, got out and hit the fob to lock the doors. 
When the other woman hesitated, glancing over her shoulder at the sleeping redhead in the car, Lilith said, “She’ll be fine.”
“This won’t take that long, right?”
“I hope not,” Lilith said. 
“Okay.” Tasha took a deep breath and released it. “Let’s do this.”
 



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
McSweeney’s Roadhouse across the street was playing blues. Following Tasha as they walked back to the bar, Lilith’s stride fell into sync with the music. She liked the sound better than the ancient rock blasting out of Chill, but maybe that was because she listened to it every night she worked. The huge colored bulbs on the retro movie theatre marquee flashed in rolling sequence and couples strolled hand-in-hand along the sidewalk. 
Perfectly normal night.
So why didn’t it feel normal?
She had a feeling of exhaustion combined with tension, but she blamed it all on the damned weres. Her abilities were always off a little when she was tired, and dealing with werewolves took more energy then they were worth.
She followed Tasha past the bench where the guy in the red plaid shirt had been waving at the sky a little while ago. He must have moved on, but in the place where he’d been seated lay a huge white feather. 
Tasha noticed it as well, because she looked back and said, “What is it with the seagulls around here? They’re huge.”
“Yeah,” Lilith said absently.
She paused, studied the feather without touching it then scanned the sky. It was a clear night, the stars twinkling in all the right places. The moon hung low over the ocean. In the distance, a helicopter thrummed, but it was only a red light far away. Nothing else moved across the horizon.
In the stillness, she looked up and noticed that the swarm of crows had vanished from the power lines.
“Something wrong?” Tasha asked.
Lilith turned her back on the feather.  “No. Let’s get this over with so you can get your friend back to the hotel.”
When she heard the first shriek, Lilith didn’t think it was anything unusual. 
That was the problem living and working in a tourist town. You got used to people acting in ways that would get them locked up if they did the same thing back home. They indulged in all kinds of stupid shit and thought nothing of it, like they’d passed into some kind of no-consequences zone the minute they loaded their suitcases into the SUV and pulled out of the driveway.
Then there were the teens who thronged the boardwalk along the beach. There were always loud and traveled in packs. 
But they didn’t fly.
A huge shadow swooped over Tasha’s head like a giant bird dive-bombing a picnic table. She stopped and looked up, one hand raised protectively over her face. “What was that?”
Another shriek echoed from above. Tasha jumped and stumbled backward a few steps. Lilith’s heart banged in her chest.
“You heard that, right?” Lilith asked.
“They probably heard it in Portland.” Tasha’s voice was calm, but her eyes were wide, and she’d gone pale.
“Not everyone.” Lilith gestured at the crowd clustered outside the theatre. It was a couple of blocks away and on the other side of the wide main drag, but clearly visible. A throng stood about chatting and waiting for the doors to open. The shrieks had been as loud as the weekly tsunami-warning siren. No way the moviegoers would have failed to hear it. They might not have been alarmed, thinking it a test, but they would have looked up. They would have done something. They wouldn’t just stand there ignoring it…
Or would they?
Fear closed down over Lilith. Her vision zoomed small until the movie marquee lights flashed like an orange beacon.
Two more shrieks pierced the night. Tasha clapped her hands over her ears. Still, Lilith’s gaze trained on the movie crowd, who did not move. In fact, they’d totally stilled. Like God had pressed pause on the remote, and the whole world stopped.
Apprehension clogged Lilith’s throat, and a kind of fear she hadn’t felt in years roiled deep in her gut. It was a level of terror that went with howls in the night. Whatever these sounds were, they did not come from werewolves. She struggled to think, but it was like her brain was moving through molasses.
Fighting for words, Lilith finally said, “We need to get off the street.” She was certain her voice had come out distorted, like a recording slowed to half-speed.
Tasha whirled, as if unaffected by the malaise swamping Lilith, and started back toward the parking lot.
With effort, Lilith punched through the fog that seemed to surround her. “Whoa, wrong way.”
“No, I’ve got to get back to Erin.”
“She’s inside the car. She’ll be fine.” With any luck, that would be the truth.
Lilith shook herself, thinking furiously.
They were only five blocks from Chill. Five blocks away from a secure location where she’d pre-installed wards that could be activated with a word. She gave Tasha a shove more to prove to herself that she could than anything else. “We’ve got to move.”
Tasha tottered a few steps on her stilettos before halting to hop out of them and thread the skinny ankle straps through her fingers. Fear made Lilith’s heart pound harder, faster. The strange slowdown had lifted and things moved faster now. 
As if reality had turned into roller coaster ride and there was nothing she could do but hang on. 
She wanted to scream. It was all she could do to not scream at Tasha to leave the damned shoes and run. Run and scream because they were in danger. Run because something was wrong. Time had gone wrong, and the sounds scared her, sounds ripped out of some abyss of evil that should have been sealed, and if she didn’t know what it was, if a witch didn’t know what it was, then it was bad, really, really bad and maybe screaming was all she could do and maybe she was going to scream because it was building in her throat and all she had to do was open her mouth and let it rip and then—
“I want the blonde.” 
Lilith froze. The bell jar of quiet and stillness descended again, but this time it shut her off from the rest of the world. 
The voice was almost male, reedy and sounded like it had been blown through a hollow tube. It came from a shadow that looked like clumps of used steel wool stretched thin and then clumped together with dabs of foamy soap and burned bits from the bottom of a fry pan. It smelled of rotting garbage left in the sun. Behind her, Lilith thought she heard Tasha gag.
A second one descended. Lilith backed up a step, pushing Tasha, as well. It was larger than the first, and topped ten feet in length. The marquee bulbs from the theatre up the street shone through the murky bulk.  
“What are those things?” Tasha whispered.
“Wants the bright yellow,” the second one crooned in an eerily melodic voice. 
“Mine,” said the first one.
“Mine,” said the second one.
The two forms coiled together like intertwined snakes, hissing and rustling.
Lilith could feel Tasha quivering behind her like a leaf in a brisk wind, but she didn’t have time for the woman. She clutched at facts randomly, trying to understand. 
This…whatever it was…was the source of the strange energies she’d been feeling all night. The harshness, the discordant flows. Frantically, Lilith flipped through everything she’d ever learned about demons, succubi and the various denizens of the shadowlands that bordered conventional reality. She’d memorized at least three catalogues of horrors over her long life, but found nothing to match what faced her.
She didn’t know what it was, but she supposed the closest comparison might be a demon. However, Lilith hadn’t seen a proper demon in the last hundred years or so, and none at all since she’d sailed from Europe.
Why she hadn’t seen demons in North America was something she’d never given much thought. It was like discovering a chipped plate you’d stashed in the back of the cabinet was missing. You’d never noticed the absence previously. It was only when you remembered the time you’d chipped the damned thing against the porcelain-coated, cast iron sink and tried to recall what you’d done with it, and then it was like oh yeah, I put it on the top shelf…
She shook herself, and her skin tingled like a pianist played drills with a feather-light touch up and down her arms. 
The things had done this, she realized:  thrown an otherworldly net of dullness over the two of them. 
She didn’t need to read a magickal encyclopedia entry to recognize the act of a predator.
Pure menace rolled off the swarming, tangling things like the stink from an open landfill.
Lilith dragged herself up from the web of malaise and lifted one hand. It felt like she was lifting a full keg. The muscles in her arm quivered with effort. When her arm reached shoulder level, something cracked, and then she could move freely again. 
With fingers flying so fast that sparks flew, she sketched a protection spell. When the last link of the red and gold pattern joined and the spell took form, she stepped back, also propelling Tasha further away and allowed herself to breathe again. It wouldn’t hold them off forever, but maybe long enough for Tasha to run and grant Lilith precious seconds to figure out what she was dealing with.
The protection spell hovered in the darkness between the women and the creatures. The shadows flowed and bumped against it, murmuring and chattering.
“Tasha,” Lilith said softly, “they’re going to break through my spell any minute now.”
“Oh, crap.”
“Yeah.”
“Got another spell?”
“Nope.”
“What’re we going to do?”
“When they break through,” Lilith said, “you need to run.”
“What about you?” Tasha’s voice had gone up an octave.
“I’m going to go the other way and meet you back at Chill.”
“What if—”
“The dark one is mine,” the second shadow said with finality, as it had won a contest. It swelled larger and a puff of stench fanned outward.
“Ride the bitch,” said the first shadow, and the twin shreds of blackness surged forward, shattering Lilith’s spell.
“Run,” Lilith screamed. 
Tasha hesitated. 
Lilith screamed again.
Tasha took off, one of her shoes clattering to the sidewalk. 
The first shadow shivered, and when it looked like it might follow Tasha, Lilith uttered a curse—an old one, from a language so ancient no record of it survived save in the secret books of witches. 
Both shadows stilled and turned toward her, their shapes shifting and shredding and re-forming with every movement. Whether the pulsing was due to the evening breeze or the winds of another reality, Lilith couldn’t tell. It was enough that Tasha had escaped, and they had not followed her.
The demons liked the old curse and seemed to be drawn to it, almost quivering with excitement. 
Lilith grabbed hold of this fact like a lifeline.
She retreated slowly, all the while singing variations on the ancient curse, teasing them to follow her. They hissed and whispered, the roundish parts that might have been heads, leaning close then drifting apart. 
Follow her they did, leaving a trail of black and rotten fragments on the sidewalk with their passing.
As she pulled them out of the cone of light from the parking lot street lamps and into deeper dark down the street, Lilith noticed something shining orange deep within the gloom that formed the creatures. It was a glow more than a thing, but it pulsed in an odd pattern. They’d gone far enough downhill that the marquee lights no longer shown through the creatures, and Lilith realized she’d assumed the orange glow was from the theatre lights.
Not.
They stretched and lengthened, the top roundish parts spreading into funnel shapes. Another sound emerged, but this one sliced through the veils between the worlds, and Lilith felt it not in her body of bone and blood, but along the luminous fibers of her witch’s soul. It grated like a physical thing, and she knew if she stood here and allowed them to call power, she would die, and not only her body, but the second death. 
From that end, there was no return.
A wave of blind terror swept through her. But she had not survived seven hundred years only to die like a dog on the street. She would not. Could not.
She would live, but if she intended to survive this night, she needed to do…something. 
The demons floated closer, coiling and twisting like diaphanous snakes until the forms merged. Deep inside the murk, the two blobs of throbbing orange joined and formed an internal sun. 
It flowed toward her, reeking of wet and rot and the grave.
Lilith ran and dove for Tasha’s abandoned shoe with its skinny blade of a heel. 
She hit the ground shoulder first. Pain exploded through her neck as she rolled, scooping the shoe into her hand.
The cloud of impenetrable darkness descended. 
She screamed the ancient curse again, her voice harsh and guttural and drove the stiletto into the pulsing orange heart of evil.
Blinding light flashed, followed by a powerful explosion that shook the ground and rattled windows in nearby houses. 
Lilith curled into a ball and knew no more.
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
Remy Lemarchal paced the length of the shabby banquet room counting the tan squares in the worn teal and burgundy carpet. Even though smoking had been banned indoors years ago, every footfall released a puff of dust that reeked of tobacco and grease and a thousand forgettable meals. How anyone stomached the glop that passed for food on land, he’d never know.
The crash of the waves against the shore was louder on this side of the bar and restaurant. The lure of the water tugged at his soul. Because Lost Legacy’s alpha had asked him to keep an eye on things, Remy hadn’t shifted at the last full moon. As a consequence, it had been more than seven weeks since he’d felt the soothing caress of salt water. Three more days before he could go home again. 
He’d remained on land without shifting for longer periods in the past, but it was getting to him this time, and he didn’t know why. His skin felt dry, and his eyes itched and burned. Every morning when he woke up, it was with a jerk and a frantic gasp for air until he realized he was tangled in his sheets in his bed in his cabin at the Lost Legacy Preserve. He would stumble into the shower, crank the nozzle and let the needles of spray pound his body until his skin turned red, and he was ready to face another day on two legs.
He reached the far wall, pivoted and paced again. 
Two hours gone, and no sign of Lilith.
He couldn’t guess what was keeping her, but his mind kept veering into what he’d have to do if she failed to show up. He didn’t want to go there, didn’t want to believe she’d do anything so foolhardy as renig on a deal with the Pacific Range alpha. She was a smart woman and a clever witch. Sometimes too smart for her own good, in his opinion. 
Making an enemy of Gideon Black pretty much defined too-stupid-to-live.
He didn’t want to believe that of Lilith, but the alternative reasons for her continued absence all fell into the category labeled:  Working Some Angle of her Own.
He raked a hand through his hair and sighed.
Owen slouched in a chair by the window staring into space. Probably feeling sorry for himself, if Remy was any judge. Owen had been his first friend when he’d been sent to live among the werewolves as a curious fifteen-year old, and they’d been inseparable. 
Things were different now nearly ten years later. Different for him in that he was responsible for the security of the pack and all who lived within the boundary of the Lost Legacy Preserve.
Little had changed for Owen. 
Remy chalked it up to the fact that Owen had been protected by his brother from the rough-and-tumble for survival and status that most young werewolves endured. Living like an untouchable prince had led Owen to believe he could get away with anything. Take any female he fancied. Leave his mark where he willed and never face the consequences. 
Lan acted like an overindulgent father instead of a brother, and now Owen was paying the price for his easy life.
He didn’t blame Lilith for targeting Owen. He’d meant what he’d said when he’d defended her. Owen White was a weak link in the Lost Legacy pack; her move had been strategic.
Too bad the consequences for Owen had arrived all at once and delivered by Gideon Black. He was the kind of alpha who made Landelarc Sable of the Lost Legacy pack look positively warm and fuzzy.
Lost in his thoughts, Remy stopped only when his toes hit the inclined ramp by the glass rear door of the banquet room that led out to the terrace beyond. It brought him back to reality, snapping him out of his meditation on Owen’s faults. 
Bottom line, Owen had done the one thing that he believed could save Tasha McNeil and salvage what could be saved from the situation. 
Honorable as far as it went. 
However, the move had been merely a tactic and not a well-thought-out strategy. Remy would bet his life that Owen had not thought through all the possible consequences. Every time he’d tried to discuss them, Owen had changed the subject or gotten drunk or disappeared.
If Lilith didn’t return with the woman, Remy was going to have to clean up the mess.
If she did return with the woman, Remy was going to have to clean up another sort of mess.
How exactly he’d accomplish that miracle, he didn’t know.
Remy might not be an official member of the Lost Legacy pack, but he loved Lan and Owen and the rest of the hairy, howling lot like brothers. Hot-tempered brothers with fangs, but brothers all the same. Not to mention the fact that Lan had left him in charge. Sort of. 
Whenever Lan’s leg healed sufficiently, he’d return and demand answers.
That is, if Gideon didn’t start a war first.
Remy walked up the short ramp and leaned one shoulder against the cool glass of the door, watched Owen, waited until the were felt his gaze. Owen straightened in his chair, his eyes cutting to Gideon who’d commandeered the only upholstered piece of furniture in the room where he sat head back with his long legs extended and crossed at the ankle, his hands clasped on his stomach, snoring lightly. 
About thirty minutes ago, Gideon’s weres, Bear and Creason, had vanished as well. Back to the bar, Remy assumed. The blond waitress had been eyeing them all night. If he’d been thinking more clearly earlier (always a problem when he was near Lilith), he’d have slipped the woman something to make sure Bear and Creason stayed preoccupied.
After studying Gideon’s breathing to make sure he was asleep, Remy crossed to Owen. “I’m going after her.”
“Good,” Owen said. “She doesn’t understand any of this. Maybe you can get through to her better than I did.”
“Lilith. I’m going to find Lilith.”
Owen swore.
“Tasha couldn’t have gone that far. Lilith should be back with her by now,” Remy said.
“Fucking witch. Don’t trust her. This is all her fault.”
“She’s a witch, but she’s not stupid. I’m worried something has happened. I’m going to go see if I can find her. Them. Whatever.”
Owen stood. “I’m going with you.”
“Going where?” Gideon’s voice was a sleepy rumble from the corner.
“He’s not leaving, my lord, but I am,” Remy said. “The witch should have returned by now. Allow me to find out what’s causing the delay.”
“I should go with him,” Owen insisted. 
“No,” Gideon said.
“It’s my right.”
“You have no rights. Boy.” Owen visibly shrank under Gideon’s inspection. 
The alpha regarded Remy. Remy didn’t know how or why the big were had come by this knowledge, but Gideon had known Lilith would not return. Planned for it in advance. The certainty of premeditation filled his words. “You have until the full moon to bring the woman and the witch to me. Three days, and tell my friend Landelarc he’s welcome to join the party.”
Remy blinked, trying to process this turn of events. “But the next full moon is nearly two weeks away. The witch can’t have gone far. With your patience, I’ll find the women and be back in a few minutes.”
“If Lilith Darke wanted to return, she would have.” Gideon waved a lazy hand.  “Look for her if you want, but in the meantime, the boy remains with me.” 
The beloved brother of the Lost Legacy pack’s alpha for a hostage; it was what Gideon had wanted all along.
That, or a war.
Or both.
Owen’s hands clenched into fists and a muscle jumped in his jaw. He opened his mouth, but Remy shook his head. To Gideon, he said, “When I locate the women, where should I bring them?”
“There is a house on the spit south of town. You know the one? It faces the setting sun.”
Remy tried to speak, but choked. In a moment, after his throat cleared, he said, “Yes, my lord. I know the one.”
“Good. Bring them there.” With that, he turned and strode from the room.
As he watched Gideon depart, Owen’s face went red.  “Who does he think he is?”
“Your alpha,” Remy said flatly. 
Owen propped his fists on his hips, looked at his feet. After several deep breaths, he looked back up. “I don’t know if I can do this. I mean, I know I have to, but I don’t know if I can stay with that bastard without trying to kill him.”
“One thing at a time.”
“You don’t understand,” Owen said, darting anxious glances the direction Gideon had gone. “He thinks he’s going to take Lan’s house. The only way that will happen is if—”
“I know what it means,” Remy said, “and we’re not going there. Not yet. Maybe not ever, but certainly not unless we’re totally out of options.”
“Lan’s still weak. He can’t fight Gideon. That monster would kill him.”
“All you have to do is hang tight,” Remy said. “Give me a chance to find Tasha and Lilith. You need to trust that I’ll bring them back and then we will settle this thing.”
“Doing nothing,” Owen said in a bitter tone. “Something I fucking good at.”
Silence spooled out between them until Remy jerked his head toward the door. “You should go.”
“That fucker doesn’t own me.”
Remy shrugged. “Somehow I don’t think he considered your submission a mere formality.”
“It was only for Tasha. Nothing else.”
“Gideon doesn’t know that. Or he doesn’t care.”
Owen raised haunted eyes to Remy. “It wasn’t like this when I was thirteen.”
“That when you submitted to Lan?”
“Yeah,” Owen said.  
“Go, we’ll figure this out.”
Owen nodded. 
Remy waited until Owen closed the door between the banquet room and the hall before he unlocked the glass door and stepped out onto the terrace. Spotlights mounted on the back of the building illuminated the waves crashing on the rocks and sand below. He breathed the cool, clear air.
He’d promised Lan that he would take care of things in the alpha’s absence. He’d vowed to protect Lilith. He’d promised Gideon that he’d find Lilith and Tasha. He’d promised Owen they’d find a solution. 
From where he stood, the only way to keep all those promises was if someone died. 
The question now:  who?
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Tasha ran uphill along the side street, wincing every time her bare feet smashed into a pebble, more terrified of the silence lurking in the dark behind her than the strange creatures.
What in hell were those things?
Were they even real?
A shoe dangled from her right hand, banging into her thigh with every stride. 
And then it hit her. 
Shoe. Singular.
Shit.
She slowed to a stop, rested her hands on her knees, her chest burning, sucking air like she was dying. Her 4.7 pound weight loss and ten days of training did not an athlete make her. She must have dropped the other shoe in her haste. They were Laboutins, and she should be more upset, but in the overall scheme of things, it was better to escape demons from hell than to lose one very expensive shoe.
But still, she’d loved those shoes.
Turning around, she peered down the street to where the spray of light from the street lamp ended trying to see if she could make out Lilith, but mostly hoping the other woman had managed to get away and would appear any moment, running like hell. 
She couldn’t see a thing.
Wishing would not make it so. 
She needed to find help instead of scampering back to Chill like a ninny. If she ran inside yelling about creepy, floaty monsters, who would believe her? She wasn’t sure she believed her own recollection. Besides, when she’d needed more conventional assistance, it wasn’t like she’d managed to enlist anyone to help her get Erin back to the car. 
She’d been on her own. As usual.
Light flashed, sudden, bright and intense. 
Tasha threw up a hand to shield her eyes. The flash was close enough that she should have felt the heat of the blast, but there was nothing. A deep rumble followed and the sidewalk shook. Tasha stumbled backward, catching herself against the flaking side of a building. The shaking didn’t last long. Probably a micro-quake. The closest street lamp had gone dark, however. 
She edged back toward the center of the sidewalk. Calling as softly as she could without actually yelling, she said, “Lilith?”
Silence.
Something bad had happened and those…those things were involved. She didn’t know how she knew, except that she did. It was an unshakeable, bone-deep kind of truth that connected to the core of her self. That woman did not run away like a chicken and leave someone behind. So what if those things had scared the living crap out of her?
Not cool.
She’d faced challenges before. It hadn’t been easy being a curvy female engineer when she’d had to tell a masonry guy he’d fucked up the specifications for a foundation. Or they’d used the wrong size of rebar.
A length of rebar would have been useful a few minutes ago. 
Hindsight.
Lilith had acted and made sure Tasha got away. The least she could do would be to find help, go back and make sure Lilith was all right. And then there was Erin, still safely asleep in the car, she prayed. 
She pushed away from the safety of the building and set off for the bar.  As she rounded the corner onto the main drag, she noted thankfully that none of the fixtures had been damaged in the quake. The light from shops and restaurants was reassuring. 
Two blocks down, the front door of Chill flew open. Two men in denim and leather emerged and planted their big bodies like sentries in the middle of the sidewalk, one looking north, and the other south.
They looked an awful lot like the two goons who’d followed the big guy into the bar.
Gideon. 
His men were looking for her. She couldn’t say how she knew that was what they were doing, but it felt dead-on, and nothing about the feeling was good. The desire she’d felt earlier to return and work things out with Owen and this Gideon person evaporated. 
She’d spent her professional life in meetings observing the differences between company owners and CEOs versus their plant managers and CFOs. The owners and CEOs listened more than the second group, who generally made her life miserable their repetitive questions and doubts on subjects about which they knew diddly squat. The owners and CEOs took her measure quietly and then made decisions.
Men like that didn’t talk pointlessly; they took what they wanted.
She ducked into an alcove formed around the recessed entrance to a shuttered store and huddled. When her heart rate slowed, she peeked around the corner. The two men stood with their heads together then split to march in different directions. One of them would pass her location in moments. She tried on the notion of flagging him down, asking him to go with her to find Lilith.
She remembered they way they’d flanked Gideon, like he was the don and they were his loyal foot soldiers.
So no, then. 
Because they were the guys who’d row the boat out to the middle of the lake and throw some poor slob overboard simply because the don said so. 
She squeezed deeper into the alcove, grateful she’d worn a black dress that blended with the shadows, and waited. When Gideon’s guy passed, she ducked out and scuttled down the sidewalk in the opposite direction until she reached the end of the block. She turned right, trotting west toward the ocean a couple blocks until she could cut through the parking lot that filled the broad expanse between the side streets.
Running low and ducking behind cars whenever possible, she made her way to her rental and paused there long enough to check that Erin was still breathing, still asleep. Her head still lolled against the headrest and her hands lay open palmed and limp in her lap as if she hadn’t moved since Tasha had wrestled her into the vehicle. 
She put her hand on the door handle.
And realized the vehicle was still locked.
Her keys.
Shit.
Her keys were in her purse, which was… where? The last time she remember having it was just before those things had appeared. She must have put it down when she’d stopped to take off her shoes. With any luck (questionable, considering how things had been going for her lately), her purse would still be laying on or near the sidewalk across the way.
With a regretful sigh, she propped her remaining Laboutin on the hood of the Kia and crossed the quiet parking lot. The silence and absence of humans filled her with dread.
When she reached the sidewalk, she turned right and left, hunting for any sign of Lilith. 
Nothing.
She turned west, anxiety rising like an evil tide as she left the relatively well-lighted area near the parking lot for the deeper reaches of the side street. “Lilith?” she called softly. “Where are you?”
Something that looked like a body lay on the sidewalk up ahead. Tasha picked up her pace.
Lilith lay face down on the cold concrete, her face turned to one side. Tasha dropped to her knees and pressed a trembling finger to Lilith’s neck, felt a strong pulse. She let out a breath she hadn’t been aware of holding.
She shook Lilith by the shoulder. “Can you hear me? You’ve got to wake up.”
The other woman mumbled. Tasha shook her again. “Come on! You don’t want to spend the night out here.”
Lilith’s head moved from side to side, and her eyes fluttered open.  After a moment, she levered herself upright where she sat blinking in the gloom. 
“Are you all right?” Tasha asked. “What happened?”
Lilith scrubbed the back of her hand across her eyes then looked around, her gaze coming to rest on Tasha, her brows knitted. “Why’d you come back? I told you to get out of here.”
“There were guys on the street,” Tasha said. “The ones who were with Gideon. I think they were looking for me.”
Lilith snorted. “Probably. You should have gone with them.”
Tasha glared at Lilith. “Are you out of your mind? I don’t know what those guys want with me, but it can’t be anything good.” 
“Yeah,” Lilith said, “with them, it’s always something.”
Which wasn’t an answer. Tasha sat back on her heels. Before all hell broke loose, Lilith had convinced her to go back to the bar and talk to those very men, although she hadn’t said why that was a good idea. Yet, she was also the same woman who had likely saved Tasha’s life this evening. She needed to have a serious talk with this woman, but it would have to wait. 
Tasha scanned the inky skies. “What were those things?” 
Lilith’s expression turned grim. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” There was such determination in the set of her shoulders and the line of her jaw that Tasha was glad to not be in Lilith’s sights for once.
“Do you think you can help me find my purse first?” Tasha asked. “I think I dropped it when I took my shoes off.”
Lilith curved her palm in front of her mouth and blew on it softly. A handful of flame flickered to life.
Tasha sucked air, stunned. “Okay, then.” 
Lilith grinned and stood, swinging her arm back and forth in slow arcs that illuminated the ground about them. “It’s magick, but I can’t keep this up forever, you know?”
“Oh, right.” Tasha scrambled to her feet and hunted until she spotted the leather bag. 
She flicked open the clasp and dug out the keys to her rental. “Need a ride?”
Lilith closed her hand and the flame vanished. “He’s not going to stop, you know.”
“Gideon?”
Lilith nodded.
“Well, he can forget about it.” Tasha shook her head. “I don’t know what the deal is between him and Owen, but it has nothing to do with me. Even if they think I’m involved, here’s a newsflash: I’m not. Owen and I had a thing. A hook-up. Whatever. Now…we don’t.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to go back to the spa and see if they’ve got someone on staff who can see Erin—”
“Your friend?”
“Yes, and then I’m going to pack my things and in the morning, I’m going back to my life. End of story.”
“Good luck with that,” Lilith said.
Her matter-of-fact tone made Tasha uneasy, but she ignored the feeling along with the skeptical light in the back of Lilith’s dark eyes. Maybe it wasn’t skepticism. It was too dark where they stood to be sure, but why should she care what Lilith thought?
“Do you want a ride or not?” Tasha asked, her tone cool and far more nonchalant than she felt.
Lilith didn’t speak. She’d turned, craned her neck toward the parking lot. Great, she wasn’t even paying attention.
Tasha started to walk away.
“Wait.” 
Tasha was so done with this nonsense. “Suit yourself. I’ve got to go.” 
Lilith grabbed her arm in a surprisingly strong grip. “Didn’t you hear me? I said, wait. You need to start paying attention.”
Tasha ground her teeth. “What for?”
Lilith pointed.
Tasha saw three men—the two big ones who belonged to Gideon—stalking across the parking lot, plus a third who trailed behind. From the silhouette, the third man looked like lean, dark-haired one who’d been standing behind Owen inside the bar.  
Tasha swallowed. Why was she so important that someone would send three men after her? For a stupid one-night stand? This was insane.
More insane than a woman who faced down demons and held fire in the palm of her hand?
Panic bloomed in Tasha’s gut. The urge to run was almost overpowering. She had her keys, she was barefoot, the car wasn’t that far away. If she could evade them across the parking lot and hit the fob and jump inside the car…
“Wait,” Lilith hissed.
Tasha jerked her arm out of Lilith’s grasp. “You wanted me to go back inside and talk to him. That… that Gideon. That biker-gangbanger-hoodlum guy. Now you’re saying stay away? What is up with that?” She gestured helplessly. “What is up with all of this?” Her lower lip quivered, and she hated herself for it.
Something bright flashed in Lilith’s eyes and then it was gone. She jerked a thumb toward the men who were still combing the parking lot. “For right now, all you need to know is that I’m not on their side. I’ve never been on their side.”
“Why does that not make me feel any better?” 
“Because you know I’m telling the truth,” Lilith said in a soft and patient voice. “You wouldn’t have come back for me if you’d thought I had lied to you. If you’re being completely honest with yourself, you know there’s more to this than just a hook-up. You’ve decided you don’t want to know the whole story, so you’ve allowed yourself to forget.”
“I can’t tell whose side you’re on, except maybe your own. That being said, I don’t understand what the sides even are. While I don’t think you’ve lied to me, you also haven’t told me the whole truth.” Tasha narrowed her eyes. “What’s in it for you?”
“Right now? Nothing.”
Tasha shook her head, feeling more confused and exasperated than ever. “Not good enough.”
“Things have changed,” Lilith said. “That’s all I can tell you until I know more.”
“What things,” Tasha pressed.
“I’m not sure.” Lilith folded her arms across her chest. “But I’m not going to let Gideon Black or Owen White get their hands on you until I find out what’s going on.”
“You sound crazy, but I’m guessing you already know that.”
But Lilith had stopped listening. Again. 
Tasha swore under her breath and watched Lilith creep forward and peer around a thick mulberry bush whose branches draped over the sidewalk. Tasha followed her, craning to look over the other woman’s shoulder. Gideon’s men had abandoned the parking lot and were walking uphill toward the main street. 
Tasha breathed a sigh of relief.  Lilith pointed. The third man had stayed behind, standing still, waiting and watching.
“Is he—”
“Shut up,” Lilith hissed.
They remained like that for some time. Tasha couldn’t tell how long, just that her feet got cold and her back ached from crouching in the dark. Eventually, she sat with her knees hugged to her chest.
At length, Lilith said. “It’s okay. He’s gone. We can go now.”
That fact didn’t give Tasha much comfort. 
Her bare feet stung with every step on the way back to the car. She wanted to leave all this freaky stuff behind. Even though she only believed about half of what Lilith said, one thing rang true:  you’ve allowed yourself to forget.
She’d done that once before in her life and promised herself she’d never do it again. But if Lilith was right, that was exactly what she had done.
Oh, shit…not again.
 



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Through the parking lot, Lilith trailed behind Tasha with her guard up, constantly scanning for any sign of danger. She didn’t track anything…at least nothing beyond a distant awareness of the lyr. She might not be able to see him, but she sensed him nearby—a still and watchful presence. Fortunately, he hadn’t alerted Gideon’s weres, which meant he didn’t want trouble.
When they reached Tasha’s rental, Lilith slid into the rear seat and allowed her aching body to relax.
Letting her head fall back, she hated the state of her jangled nerves, the rough jolts of pain that arced from her shoulder up the back of her neck. A headache was forming, and it would be a doozie, but she couldn’t go back to her apartment above Chill and crawl in bed until she had things sorted, figured out her next move. Tasha might suffer under the delusion she could go home and lock the door, but Lilith knew better.
Once an idea lodged in a werewolf’s thick skull, once he decided he wanted someone, he didn’t stop. Ever. They were as determined and persistent on two legs as they were on four. 
But she was also afraid they all had something more serious to worry about than a looming pack war.
She couldn’t forget the eerie soft voice of the demon:  I want the blonde.
They had only focused on Lilith when it was clear she stood between them and Tasha. Something about Tasha had attracted the creatures, and this was a completely new threat.
She needed quiet and safety so she could think about the things that had attacked them and plan what to do next. She needed a place the weres would not suspect.
Looking out the window, she watched the colorful lights of the main street shops blur into neon rainbows as Tasha sped south on the way back to the Lost Legacy Spa.
She leaned forward, rested her hands on the back of the driver’s seat. “Gideon knows you’re staying at Lost Legacy, right?”
“Oh, no,” Tasha said. “I mean, yes.”
“Yeah, that means he’s probably already sent his guys there.”
“They’ll be waiting for us when we drive up.” Tasha turned and looked at the sleeping woman in the passenger’s seat. “What about Erin?”
“It’s probably good for her to sleep it off,” Lilith said.
“Well, we can’t stay in the car all night.” Keeping her eyes on the road, Tasha fished in her purse with one hand, finally lifting her cell phone. She handed it back to Lilith. “Call the spa and ask for security. Tell them about Gideon’s men.”
Lilith exhaled forcefully to prevent the laughter that threatened. “Tasha, do you remember the third man accompanying Gideon’s men when they were searching the parking lot?”
“Tall guy, handsome, dark hair?”
“Yeah, that one.”
“I remember him. He was with Owen in the bar.”
“His name,” Lilith said, “is Remy Lemarchal. He’s the head of security for all of Lost Legacy.”
“Oh,” Tasha said in a small voice. “But he was with Gideon’s men…”
“Yeah.”
The car rumbled over a bridge and took the curve around the bay south of town. Ocean waves crashed on the right and the slopes of the Coastal Range loomed on the left, massive and dark as a primeval forest. 
“I have an idea,” Lilith said. “Someplace we can go until things quiet down and we can figure out what to do.”
“Is it far?”
“It’s about an hour away. Up in the mountains,” Lilith said. “I have a cabin.”
Tasha slowed the rental to a stop at a red light.
Crossroads were supposed to be metaphorical, Lilith thought. It represented a time when you thought things over, the critical factor being time. The luxury of days to consider your options, make tidy lists of pros and cons and brainstorm all the possible ramifications of each choice. 
She wasn’t afraid of risk or of making decisions. Knowing precisely how much to risk and when had kept her alive down the years. She also knew it was foolish to pass on golden opportunities.
It was what she’d done after she’d learned that Lost Legacy’s alpha was going to be laid up for awhile, leaving Owen nominally in charge. That was a laugh, and the reason she’d called him to talk. He’d been so attracted to Tasha McNeil, she could have laid a Grand Mal hex on wolfie-poo without him noticing. Only the joke was on her now that her neatly laid plans had gone kaflouey in the space of a few hours.
That was one of the pitfalls of an extraordinarily long life; you tended to take time for granted. She was out of time, not to mention running low on options. 
Gideon Black wouldn’t wait long. 
A few clouds scudded over the surface of the moon. Gibbous phase. Growing and fat and nearly, but not quite full. There were only a few days left before the full moon. Whatever Gideon had in mind, he’d launch using the power of the full moon.
She needed to plan, and Tasha needed a speedy education in all things werewolf in order to have a prayer of surviving whatever mayhem Gideon was about to unleash.
“What do you think we should do?” Tasha asked.
Lilith knew what she should do:  push Tasha out of the way, take over the wheel and steer the rental north to town and drag the woman back to face Gideon Black and Owen White. It was beyond belief that Tasha’d allowed a were to mark her, spent at least one night in bed with him and claimed not to remember consciously agreeing to the whole thing.
Lilith might have been more understanding if Tasha were younger. But she was a woman grown with enough spare cash lying around that she could afford a healthy five figures for ten days at the spa. Dahling.
Okay, that wasn’t fair; Tasha wasn’t that sort. She had come back for Lilith when the move for self-preservation would have been to hightail it to civilization and pretend the high strangeness had never happened.
Consent.
It was the one factor where Lilith was in total agreement with the weres. She had the skills and power to bend Tasha McNeil to her will. If she’d wanted to gain access to the Council of the Kinraven through sheer force, she could have done that decades ago. She wanted her freedom, and she wanted a seat at the table of great powers, and she wanted to win it fair and square. It was such a New World sort of ideal that it made her want to snicker, but if she did that, she’d be lying to herself.
Consent mattered. 
It was what Gaebryl had denied her since she’d become his upon her mother’s death.
“The choice is yours,” Lilith said. “Turn left here and we can go to my cabin. Or you can go straight back to Lost Legacy.” 
Tasha’s fingers drummed on the steering wheel. “What if there’s something seriously wrong with Erin?”
“I’m only guessing since I haven’t examined her, but she just went through ten days of diet and strenuous exercise. Her system probably isn’t reacting well to booze and bar food. If she’s not better in the morning, we can take her to the hospital.”
“If it’s just too much alcohol,” Tasha said, “she might be embarrassed if we took her to the ER.”
As the stoplight shifted, yellow glowed on the pavement of the intersecting highway. The bottom disk on the north-south side flipped to green. Tasha turned the wheel left and headed up the mountain road.
Lilith sat back and closed her eyes…and failed to notice the pair of headlights that swung left at the intersection and followed in their wake.
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When they reached the cabin, Lilith made Tasha stay in the car with Erin while she checked the wards she’d placed a couple of months ago when she’d last visited. 
No more taking chances with the innocent and the ignorant. 
The outside of the log structure was unchanged. Her wards remained neatly sealed and untouched except for some nibbling at the edges by minor earth spirits. She’d expected that and often placed an extra ward or two for that reason. The tiny magickal creatures considered the flows trapped within her spell constructs like tasty treats. 
Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, she sketched the symbol and spoke the words that opened the seals.
As the magickal wall fell and the solidity of the place, her home, flowed into her, it made the knots in Lilith’s heart relax and unfurl. She loved the rustic, sturdy cabin, and how it was deeply rooted to the earth energies of the mountain and the slow-moving consciousness of stone and soil. The vagaries of magick and humans and the politics of the Kinraven were all things too fleeting for the soul of the mountain to care about. Her mother had hated that fact of the high reaches, but Lilith loved it.
She would live here all the time once she’d banked enough cash to hold her for a decade or more. However, human economics were irritatingly unpredictable. Aside from the constant of greed and corruption, financial magick was a rapidly changing field, and one that took increasing amounts of her time. If the rate of change in society reached the level of chaos her models predicted, she might have to retire here soon, whether she was ready or not. Life among mortals when their civilization went through periods of crisis was something to be avoided at all costs. She’d barely escaped the French Revolution with her head still attached to her shoulders. Not that she expected a return of the guillotine. The mountain men who’d fled the cities and haunted the western slopes could be plenty dangerous in their own way, which was the biggest reason for the installation of protection wards around the cabin.
The current chaos she faced, however, was of her own design. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, Remy had been right. Without her interference, Owen would never have called Gideon Black. He and Tasha McNeil might be cozied up in a were den somewhere right about now, fucking to their heart’s content. And she might have been able to relax enough to find out if she wanted more from Remy Lemarchal. 
At least, enough to make it worth the risk.
Behind her, a motor whirred as Tasha buzzed down a car window. “Is it all clear?”
Lilith turned and said, “Yeah, we’re good.”
“Can you come give me a hand? I think Erin’s waking up.”
With a sigh, Lilith padded back to the car and opened the passenger side. Erin Waverly rolled her head to the side, her eyes wandering and almost tracking with her movements. She was too pale and her aura was tinged with a gray color that threaded through the spectrum like ugly wires in a dancer’s tutu. Lilith didn’t like the looks of it. Alcohol was often more destructive than people realized. However, alcohol didn’t do that to auras, that is, one night’s indulgence wouldn’t have that effect.
“How do you feel?” Lilith asked.
Erin grunted.
Tasha exited the car and joined Lilith. Together they scooted Erin out of the Kia and half-carried her across the yard, up the steps and inside the cabin. Tasha tilted her head back to look the loft high above the main floor while eyeing the wooden ladder used to reach the space. “Is that the bedroom?”
Lilith nodded. “Let’s put her on the couch here.”
“Good idea.”
When Erin was situated under a thick quilt, Tasha collapsed in an overstuffed chair by the fireplace and propped her bare feet on the polished stump that served for a coffee table. 
Lilith paced, chewing on her lower lip. While they’d hustled Erin inside, the redhead had floated in and out of consciousness, as evidenced by her slurred speech and repeated question, “Whuz goin on?”
Tasha dug into her oversized leather handbag, pulling out a small white plastic bottle with a blue label. “Erin’s head must be killing her. I know mine is.” She rose and headed toward the galley kitchen at the rear of the cabin. “Is the tap water safe to drink?”
Lilith halted her pacing. “Don’t give her anything.”
“Why not?”
She hesitated. How much more high strangeness could Tasha take right now? Not a lot, in Lilith’s opinion. When she’d told Tasha that Erin was likely suffering the effects of alcohol and rich food that had been before she’d gotten a good look at the woman’s aura.
The gray color she’d noticed was bad. It meant Erin had lost some of her life energy, the kind that was difficult-to-impossible to retrieve. But when that happened, there was usually a reason, and the thing sucking life out of the human was glaringly obvious. Any hearthwitch could perform the extraction. 
Normally. 
Not a lot of normal was in evidence lately.
Proper procedure dictated a witch locate the demon or spectral energy form that had latched onto the human and remove it as fast as possible. The deeper and more widespread the gray shading of the aura, the more vital essence the subject had lost. If it hadn’t gone too far, most people survived the ordeal.
Erin hadn’t reached the point of no return. Yet.
“A little ibuprofen won’t hurt her and might help,” Tasha said.
“Let me look at the bottle.” Lilith took it from Tasha and made a show of studying the contents. Synthetic pharmaceuticals often weakened the life force and so were generally a bad idea when dealing with a soul sucker.
Tasha rested on hand on her hip. “Plain ol’ generic stuff.”
Lilith passed it back to her with a sniff. “Don’t give her any.”
Looking around, Tasha said, “Where’s your medical degree?”
Should she tell her it was from the Sorbonne? Circa 1923?
Probably not.
“She’s your friend,” Lilith said. “It’s up to you, but I wouldn’t.” 
Tasha tossed the small container up and down like a small ball a couple of times then sighed and tossed it on the round dining table. 
Lilith started toward the ladder to the sleeping loft, congratulating herself. Maybe this new plan of letting idiots make their own choices was a good thing. Who knew? It might even work.
“This is beautiful,” Tasha said.
Lilith looked down from the third rung of the ladder. Tasha held up a large white feather, and the knots in Lilith’s heart began to harden again.
“Do you collect them?”
“No,” Lilith said in a harsh voice. “Put it down.”
Doing so, Tasha frowned. “Are you all right?”
The rune at Lilith’s throat burned again, as it had so many times this night. She’d ignored it, but she couldn’t any longer. The feather must have been here a little under twenty-four hours, and was the second one she’d seen.
Gaebryl’s signal.
One she’d been ignoring to the best of her ability, but if she didn’t respond soon, he’d be pissed.
Like that was any different from his normal temperament.
Like she had time to deal with a primadona seraphim.
Like she had any choice.
She sighed deeply and slid down the ladder, glanced at the old wooden clock on the rough mantle. Nearly 2 AM. If she hurried, she could make it to see Gaebryl and be back before dawn. With any luck, Tasha and Erin would sleep. Tomorrow, there would be time. Tomorrow, they could figure out what to do.
Tasha’s body was stiff and her expression had taken on what Lilith was coming to realize was a very stubborn look. She smiled. Stubborn was good. Tasha would need every bit of stubborn to deal with Gideon and Owen.
“You must be very tired and I haven’t been exactly forthcoming about…a lot of things,” Lilith said.
“Yes, and yes.”
Lilith gestured at the bottle of ibuprofen. “Pharmaceuticals are great in some circumstances, however I have a remedy I think might be better for your friend. Something that’s been in my family a long time.” 
“Sounds good,” Tasha said, “as long as it’s safe.”
“It is. Safe. But I need to go collect a few ingredients.”
Tasha glanced toward the door. “You mean outside? In the woods? At this hour?”
“We shouldn’t wait.”
“Okay,” Tasha said doubtfully. She eyed the ladder leading up to the sleeping loft. “Do you mind if I crash up there?”
“Not at all. Get some rest. We’ll talk when I get back.”
Tasha lifted a brow. 
“I promise,” Lilith said. “No more secrets.”
“I’m holding you to it.” Tasha turned away and headed for the ladder. 
Lilith, left in the great room near the door, circled her sore shoulder, and wished they could all go to sleep and wake to a fresh day.
One where werewolves didn’t track her and strange demons didn’t attack and her life belonged to no one but herself.
It was a nice dream, but she’d learned long ago that dreaming didn’t make it so.
She opened the door and headed back into the dark.
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Funny about sleep. When you needed it most was when it said adios and left your brain wide-awake to churn every stupid detail. Like that would help.
Up in the so-called sleeping loft of the cabin, Tasha threw off the quilt and scooted to the edge of the bed, let her legs dangle and rested her face in her palms. She’d washed most of the filth from the night’s barefoot run from her feet, but they still throbbed and felt like she might have suffered a few tiny cuts. Her new black dress was ruined, also.
And her shoe.
The one she’d lost when she’d run from those things. She’d found it on the ground next to Lilith, charred as if it’d been barbecued. She’d asked Lilith about it in the car, but hadn’t gotten a satisfactory answer. In truth, she didn’t care about the shoe, because if it had, in some bizarre way, helped Lilith survive, she was cool with that.
But what the fuck? Who torched a shoe? And how?
Lilith had promised answers when she returned, and Tasha was going to dig them out of her even if she had to tie her down and use sharp objects.
Giving up on rest for the moment, she crossed to the ladder, climbed down to the great room and turned on one of the table lamps.
In another time, she would have loved spending the night in a rustic cabin. Might have admired the red leather sofa and the striped, cotton rug and the lamps that looked like they’d been fashioned by local artisans. But all she could see was Erin’s pale face against the rich leather. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something more serious was wrong than simple overindulgence.
Sitting on the matching chair next to the sofa, she studied her friend. Erin’s eyes moved restlessly back and forth under the thin skin of her eyelids. Her jaw worked as if she was attempting to speak, but all that came out were weak moans. Tasha rested her palm on Erin’s forehead. The skin was hot and dry.
Too hot.
That fever needed to come down. The hell with Lilith, Tasha decided. 
She rose and found a clean cloth in the kitchen, doused it in cold water from the tap and returned to Erin, draping the cloth over her forehead. At the cool, wet touch, Erin gasped, but seemed to quiet after that. 
Next, Tasha uncapped the ibuprofen bottle, tapped out two small caplets. In the kitchen, she opened cabinet doors until she found a glass, filled it with a couple inches of water, opened the caplets and tilted them until the contents spilled into the liquid. She swirled it around to mix the medicine.
Back at the sofa, she sat on the edge, lifted Erin’s head gently to prop it on her thigh and pressed the glass to Erin’s mouth. Up close, she noted that Erin’s lips were as pale the skin on her cheeks. They looked chapped and dry. She raised the glass until a few drops of water dribbled. Erin’s tongue flicked out. Tasha took advantage of the slight opening to tilt the glass higher. About a spoonful of the doctored water flowed into Erin’s mouth. It gurgled, and for a minute, Tasha thought she might choke, but Erin managed to swallow.
And so it went, one baby swallow at a time until the glass was empty.
With a sigh, Tasha rested the glass on the polished surface of the coffee table and moved over to the chair. She tugged a throw off the back of the chair, wrapped it around her shoulders and curled up in the chair, dozing and keeping an eye on her sleeping friend.
 

 
The cave entrance was hidden from casual view by thick undergrowth that gave natural cover. Over the years Gaebryl had added more and more to the complex string of protection wards draped over the surrounding pines, outcroppings of granite and blackberry bushes until the assemblage blinked blue and silver like an enthusiastic holiday display at a suburban shopping mall. All it needed was a couple menorahs, a Star of David, eight tiny reindeer and a red fat suit.
That or excess simply suited the seraphim’s ego.
Lilith had no doubt where her opinion landed on the subject.
She picked her way across a field of never realm land mines, flipping them from blue to white as she passed, then turning around and voicing the spell that switched them back on again before lifting a barely visible silver garland that neatly beheaded an unsuspecting trespasser.
It was ridiculous.
No one came up here except the odd hunter or hiker, and even if they did manage to defeat the deadly and invisible wards, all Gaebryl would have to do would be to appear in his Original form—twelve foot wingspan spread wide and otherworldly power glowing—and the poor human would probably drop to his knees. 
Or faint. 
Or start a new religion or both, not necessarily in that order.
When she reached the arch of rock that marked the opening, she touched a finger to the rune at the base of her throat and stepped into the forcefield. Shivery fingers of pure energy rippled over her skin, stinging at times, but mostly non-painful. The absence of pain held for about ninety seconds; after that, it would target the most sensitive nerve centers in her body until she collapsed or died.
Because, what the hell, even seraphim couldn’t be too careful these days with DOD drones filling the airways.
“Crispin!” she shouted. “If you don’t turn this damn thing off right now I’m going to rip your David Beckham posters into tiny shreds and burn them.”
The needles of energy intensified for three seconds, and then disappeared. Lilith took a breath and entered the cave. Small feet tapped on the dusty stone floor. A moment later, a tiny man appeared. He belonged to a race of earth spirits known as the Kyrst. He stood as tall as three human fists stacked on top of each other, but his height was accentuated by a peaked hat with a floppy green brim that gave the impression he topped twelve whole inches. 
Removing the hat in a grand sweeping gesture, he bowed deeply, his spiky, ice-white hair nearly touching the ground. “As you wish, milady.”
“Where is he?” Lilith demanded.
Crispin replaced his hat and folded his tiny hands over his round belly. “Not until you take back what you said.”
“What?”
He tapped a slippered foot. “About my David.”
“He’s not yours,” Lilith said angrily. “David Beckham is a human being with a wife and kids and a life that does not include annoying little Kyrst.” The diminutive gatekeeper had carried a torch for the famous soccer player for years, but his devotion had grown fanatical lately, and made Lilith wish she’d never given him the posters in the first place.
Crispin sighed. “His life would be ever so much more complete if I were part of it. He just doesn’t know.”
“And doesn’t want to know.” Lilith bent and scooped the little man into her hand and lifted him to eye level. “Gaebryl. Now. Where is he?” Most often when she’d been summoned, the seraphim met her on the slopes some distance from the cave. Gaebryl guarded his domain with paranoid precision.
Swinging his legs back and forth from the edge of her palm, Crispin said, “He’s not here right now.”
Lilith frowned. “He has to be. He sent for me.”
It was Crispin’s turn to frown and his swinging feet stilled. “Really. Left you a feather and all?”
Lilith held up two fingers.
Crispin rubbed his chin. “Hmm, he said he’d be back by now, but…”
“What?”
The Kyrst ducked his head and then looked back up at her from under the brim of his hat. “If you promise you will never, ever touch my David—”
“Crispin,” Lilith warned.
“Promise.”
“All right. I promise.”
“Well,” Crispin said, his voice dropping into a conspiratorial tone, “he went to Kitai.”
Lilith knew enough to venture that Kitai was the home place of the seraphim, but that was all. Whether it was in another realm or another planet or over the rainbow was anyone’s guess. The only reason Lilith knew of the place was due to Crispin’s penchant for conversation. Preferring the great human cities over the countryside, the little Kyrst had been lonely since they’d decamped from Europe nearly a hundred years ago. 
She shook her head. “What’s the deal with Kitai? What is that supposed to tell me?”
Crispin glanced over his shoulder as if he feared being overhead. 
“There’s no one there,” Lilith said impatiently.
“He went to Kitai,” Crispin said, “but he left the gate open. In fact, he told me to leave it open.”
Lilith’s heart beat a little faster. “You know how to open and close it?”
“Of course,” the Kyrst said with a note of pride in his voice.
“Show it to me.”
“I don’t think I’m supposed to do that.”
Lilith lifted two fingers again for the number of feathers Gaebryl had left for her. “And I’m late, so that means he’s expecting me. You don’t want to make him angry.” When Crispin didn’t say anything, she added, “I’ll buy you another poster.”
“You’re just saying that because you want something from me.”
“True, but least I’m being honest. Besides, neither of us wants him mad, but if that happens, I’ll take the fall. I’ll tell him I made you tell me.”
Crispin sniffed. “That’s not a story. It’s the truth.”
“All the better.”
“All right then.”
“Good,” Lilith said. “I’m glad we agree.”
“Well, what do you know,” Crispin said, “you’re right.”
He hopped to the ground, and Lilith followed him into the cave.
 

 
Tasha dreamed of ice cream. 
Dreamed she held a giant cone of raspberry chocolate chip. She opened her mouth to take a lick, but instead of making contact with her tongue, a huge dollop fell and landed on her bare foot.
She shivered and shook her foot. Something cold and wet dislodged.
Her eyes flew open. She blinked, taking in the golden glow cast by the table lamp and stretched. Her left leg was cramped from being curled underneath her, but her right foot was on the floor. Cold. She leaned forward and looked down to see the damp kitchen cloth she’d placed on Erin’s forehead laying next to her foot.
She looked up to the piled mass of the quilt on the sofa. 
Erin was gone.
A cold breeze swept through the cabin and metal creaked against wood.
Tasha jumped to her feet and ran to the open door and peered into the night.
There was no sign of Erin, but the silver Kia remained where she’d parked it.
Pulling the throw tighter around her shoulders, Tasha ventured onto the porch and shouted Erin’s name.
Wolves howled in the distance.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
The heavy wooden door to the cabin opened, flashing a wedge of light across the dark porch that vanished when the door closed. Remy faded deeper into the trees ringing the clearing around the cabin and watched a feminine shadow trot down the steps. She paused there; still and intent, turning her head right and left. After a moment, she set off at a slow jog, crossing the clearing and taking a narrow trail into the forest.
Where was she going? And did it matter?
He could solve a list of problems if he simply took Tasha McNeil now. She might protest, but he was good at soothing irate females.  His car was parked five miles back down the twisting mountain road at a scenic turnout, but he could use Tasha’s car and come back for his later. He could deliver her to Gideon with two days to spare before the full moon.
Gideon had demanded Lilith, as well. Taking Tasha alone would simply piss off Lilith and make her that much more difficult to handle. Never a good thing with a powerful witch. Plus, it ensured she’d never explain why she’d failed to return with Tasha as she’d promised. Or why she’d retreated up here.
Remy didn’t suppose Gideon gave a shit about the whys and wherefores, but he did. 
Damn his miserable soul, Remy cared. 
He figured it was only a matter of time before Lilith Darke cut out his heart, dried the hunk of dead muscle and used thin slices of it in her magicks.
Still, he would protect her as long as he could, and she would need it this night. 
Weres roamed the mountain.
Strange ones, from their scent. He’d sensed their presence as soon as he’d turned off the highway and started up the twisting, narrow road that led to Lilith’s cabin. His ability to smell wasn’t anything close to that of weres, but he could hold his own, and his years of proximity with the beasts had increased his awareness of them.
After leaving his car and setting off on foot, he’d counted ten or fifteen, a mix of males and females, all hunting on four legs, but there were far more, judging from the howls. Very few weres like Gideon Black were powerful enough that they could shift at will at any time of the month. Most were restricted to the days surrounding the full moon. The span of days in which weres could shift varied from month to month and from one were to another. To have enough warriors who could shift three days away from the full moon, Gideon’s pack must be the size of a small army.
He wanted to believe these weres were simply out for a wild night run in anticipation of the full moon.
Random weres who happened to be in the area.
He snorted at his wishful thinking.
The simplest answer was that they were Pacific Range pack weres sent by Gideon to track Lilith and Tasha. But Remy didn’t believe Lilith had planned ahead of time to go to the cabin, so it didn’t make sense that Gideon would have sent them after the women unless he was covering all bases.
Which sounded like something Gideon would do.
There was another possibility, however. A more direct and logical possibility that had nothing to do with the women. It made apprehension slick cold down Remy’s scalp
Gideon had sent his wolves to hunt Lost Legacy’s alpha, Landelarc Sable, and it was a huge contingent of warriors. Far more than was necessary to bring in one alpha.
After breaking his leg, Lan had left the safety of the Preserve, preferring to heal in an undisclosed location. Even Owen didn’t know where he was. Remy guessed the alpha had a secret den somewhere on the mountain. Lan was an old school werewolf, which meant he spent as much time in the wild and in his wolf body as possible. It was probably practical, as well, since weres healed faster that way.
Remy hoped to hell Lan was back to full strength, because from the looks of things, he was going to need every bit of it before this full moon faded.
Abruptly, the memory of Lan taking his submission not long after he’d arrived at Lost Legacy came back. The dreadful pressure of fangs on his neck.
Afterward, Lan had said, “You are mine now and you belong to the pack, but there is a higher law. One we forget at our peril:  follow your heart.”
Being fifteen, Remy had scoffed.
“In the years to come,” Lan had said, “choose wisely, but when wisdom fails—and it will—follow your heart. The taproot of feeling digs deeper than years, defeats all boundaries, and leads us inexorably to the heart of all that is—the ground of being where we are all one. Never lost, ever found.”
The words had meant little then, but things had changed.
 

 
Crispin sat on Lilith’s shoulder as she surveyed Gaebryl’s quarters. He’d expanded the headroom of the cave by several feet to accommodate his height and, either by magickal or mechanical means, smoothed the stone surface of the walls until they reflected an elegant sheen. The space was surprisingly cool and dry with one huge chair in the corner. Besides the enormous chair, the only other area that could be identified for seating was the rectangle in the center of the wide space covered by a plush, ornate rug strewn with dozens of cushions. Every few feet around the perimeter of the rug, the space was dotted with low three-legged tables.
Books littered every available flat surface, most of the them leather bound with titles stamped in gold and skinny strips of red satin dangling from the thick spines. Three pairs of spectacles lay stacked on a side table next to the big chair, one of them patched at the bridge with a length of white tape. The other two were each missing a lens. 
Four huge white feathers filled a tall, clear glass vase standing by the window.
Which hadn’t been there any other time she’d been summoned.  The window, that is. 
After all, even for a seraphim, it was hard to create a window in the wall of a cave deep inside a mountain.
It looked like a perfectly ordinary window with a nice wooden sill and four-over-four panes that revealed a lovely landscape of distant snow-capped mountains surrounding a mirror-bright lake. She didn’t recognize the scenery except that it seemed vaguely European. All it needed were a few draft horses and a cheery holiday banner.
She pointed at the window. “Is that the gate?”
He nodded and sighed. “Leaving it open makes me homesick.”
Not opening that can of worms. “So how do I use it?”
Crispin rolled his tiny eyes and sighed heavily. “If it were a real window, what would you do?”
“Lift the sash and climb out.”
“Well, what are you waiting for?”
“And you promise to keep it open?” Lilith asked.
“If my lord Gaebryl can’t open it, you’ll have bigger problems to deal with than a simple portal problem.”
“So not comforting.”
He hopped from her shoulder to the side table next to the big chair.  
Lilith walked forward.
At that moment, the window shimmered as if she viewed it through a sheen of heat. She blinked and paused. The image wavered then zoomed to a pinprick-sized circle. Lilith stepped closer and reached out with one hand, feeling for the demarcation line between the room and the gate itself. The tips of her fingers buzzed when she found the spot.
“You should probably stand back,” Crispin warned, but his voice faded.
Everything faded.
A rush of wind lifted Lilith off her feet. She slammed into the far wall of the cave and slid to the ground, dazed. Then darkness consumed her.
 

 
Remy walked steadily but quietly. He judged that the weres closest to his location were at least half a mile distant. The urge to run in order to catch up with Lilith was almost overpowering, but weres loved nothing better than a good chase, and he wasn’t about to become their prey. He was generally safe around the Lost Legacy weres, but if he was correct, the ones on the hunt tonight belonged to the Pacific Range pack and had been sent by Gideon. There were too many, though. Far more than Gideon would need even if he’d planned to bring in Tasha, Lilith and Lan.
If Remy went sideways and shifted out of phase, he could move at tremendous speed, but he’d often suspected that weres could track him even more easily that way. Something to do with changes in their vision once they shifted.
The moon was high and nearly full, but it was dark under the canopy of dense pines. His lyr vision helped him see better in dim conditions. He felt his irises open wider, allow in more light. His years on land had made his legs strong, but his endurance was reduced the longer he went without shifting. He needed all his strength this night. 
He was afraid for Lilith, but fear gave him an edge, so he encouraged it. Fear made him alert and cautious. Fear helped the lyrinye survive in an ocean filled with predators on a more massive scale than anything a were faced on land. 
Despite her powers as a witch, Lilith was human, and in Remy’s lexicon, human was the same thing as weak and fragile. Their bodies broke with terrifying ease. They aged at a tremendous rate in comparison to weres and the lyrinye. Even the small percentage of mortals who were capable of perceiving the greater worlds that surrounded them ducked their heads and pretended they’d seen nothing. Like Tasha McNeil.
What he didn’t understand was why Lilith had stuck her neck out for the woman. The smart move would have been to bring her back to Gideon Black and let the weres sort things.
He doubted Gideon was the sort of were who suffered a witch to live unless he had a damn good reason.
It was their lycan pack mentality that deeply distrusted the fierce independence of witches. The fact they were owned, body and soul, by the seraphim didn’t seem to factor in the conflict. Probably because the seraphim rarely meddled in were or human affairs.
He tried to feel Lilith’s presence, but he’d lost her when she entered a cave. He’d backtracked to where the trail forked, picked up his pace until he came to where he guessed the cave might come out if she’d used it as some kind of short cut. The howling of the hunting weres had faded on this slope, so if she’d been trying to get away from the pack, she would have come this direction. There’d been no sign of her.
Now, as he worked his way back to where the trail had diverged, the howling grew louder. Soon they’d be close enough to pick up his scent.
Light flashed up ahead, a small beam of light that flickered in and out, bright and focused, but low to the ground.
Remy broke into a run.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Lilith woke to tiny feet dancing on her face.
“Wake up!” The voice was tinny, small and distant; the pummeling from itty-bitty fists was not. Lilith moaned.
“Stop.”
“Wake up, wake up, wake up!”
Lilith lifted her head, and a wave of nausea made her roll on her side, open her mouth, but nothing came out. She gagged and coughed and lay there letting her stomach settle.
Crispin must have leaped to the ground when she’d moved. He advanced on her, and it was strange, but they were on eye level. His feet on the ground and her cheek smashed against the mat of fallen pine needles that covered the forest floor.
“Stupid witch,” he said.
Lilith swatted at him, but he danced out of her reach. 
“Must get up. Up, up, up,” he shouted. “Now. Didn’t save stupid witch for nothing. Move!”
With effort, Lilith did as the Kyrst asked. It was still dark, but colder now. She looked down and fiddled with the zipper on her leather jacket. “What happened?”
“Master is angry,” Crispin said.
“So what else is new?”
The last thing she remembered was standing in front of the portal inside Gaebryl’s chamber. “What happened?”
“No time,” Crispin said. “This is bad, very bad. You must run. Now.” 
The little man tilted his head back, and Lilith noticed that he wasn’t wearing his hat. Crispin never went anywhere without his hat. 
He pointed at the sky. The moon was nearly full and the reflected sunlight turned the vault of the sky dark blue and the sweep of the Milky Way was clearly visible. Shadows flitted back and forth. Lilith squinted. They were sometimes long and diaphanous because she could see the stars twinkling through them. Others rolled into round and oblong shapes that became dense and darker than the sky.
“Do you know what those things are?” she asked.
“Fehin,” Crispin said. “Master brought them back with him.”
Lilith scrambled to her feet, propped her hands on her hips and studied the sky. There had to be dozens of the things in flight. They circled like vultures over a kill. She and Tasha had barely survived a confrontation with two of the things.
“What did you say they were?” she asked.
Crispin flicked out of sight and reappeared on her shoulder. “Fehin.”
“And Gaebryl brought them from…where?”
Crispin tugged on her ear because he knew she hated that and pointed at the sky. “They are very bad. Only a stupid witch stands around and asks questions.”
She wanted to strangle him, but he’d already blinked away, leaving her alone.
A single howl echoed through the dark forest followed by a chorus of were voices.
Something big crashed through the trees.
Lilith ran.
 

 
Lilith ran hard down the trail, dodging gnarled roots and overhanging limbs, shunning the small branch trails, pounding steadily down the hills, scrambling higher up the other side. There were other trails she could take, longer, narrower, less frequented trails that would take her all the way to the lake and back. If she did that, she would surely lose her pursuer, but she kept an eye on the sky, darting glances when she passed a break in the trees. Every time she saw the same dark shapes, wisps of evil circling and circling. They were too close to her cabin for comfort. Too close to Tasha.
Evil that threatened because of Gaebryl.
Fury gave her speed, but not enough. The pounding of footsteps behind her grew louder until she could hear him. The sound of a heavy body crashing through underbrush. The heavy footfalls that were not…paws.
She swung around the backside of a huge tree and paused, panting.
Her pursuer must not have shifted like the others. Then she heard his voice.
“Lilith!” he called. “It’s me.”
Remy.
She pressed her face into the rough bark and wished she knew the spell that would allow her to vanish inside the tree. Had he come to help her? Or drag her back to Gideon?
He came into view, slowing his pace and looking right and left. She stepped out from behind the tree. He smiled and dragged a hand across his brow.
“You’re a long way from home,” Lilith said, making sure to keep her expression neutral.
“You can be a hard woman to find.”
“I don’t need your help and the woods aren’t safe tonight.”
He shrugged. “Gideon sent them. I didn’t have anything to do with it. Listen, I’m only here to help you.”
As he spoke, Lilith watched an evil shred of midnight float through the trees and perch on a branch over Remy’s head. It coiled one end of its length around the tree limb; the orange heart glowed in the darkness.
“Am I boring you?” Remy asked.
“I’m not talking about the weres.” Lowering her voice to barely above a whisper, she said, “Walk very slowly and get behind me.”
Remy shook his head.
“I’m not kidding.” 
“Lilith, you can trust me. Please. I don’t care what you’ve got going on with Tasha and Owen. Whatever it is, we can work it out.”
Two more demons…fehin…broke away from the circling flock above and dove toward Remy and Lilith. 
Quickly, Lilith sidestepped around the lyr and sketched the same protection spell she’d used earlier. “You wouldn’t happen to be wearing stilettos, would you?”
He chuckled softly. “I left them at home tonight.”
“I was afraid of that.” She finished the pattern, adding a few flourishes for good measure, but paused before closing the last loop. “As soon as I finish this spell, we’re going to have to run like hell.”
He’d come up close behind her, close enough that she could feel that his big body had gone rigid. Even if he didn’t understand what was going on, he knew something was wrong. “I’m ready.”
Lilith closed the last loop and spoke the final sequence of the spell. It was a more advanced variety than what she’d used earlier, but had no idea if it would hold off the demons.
The pattern fired. 
Lilith and Remy ran.
Spent power tingled at her fingertips, trailing red and gold sparks behind her as she ran. Markings a were could follow more accurately than any scent trail, but it was too late to worry about that. Remy put on a show of speed and surged ahead of her. As he passed, she caught a glimpse of his aura. It shone iridescent bright in the night forest, shimmering blue and green and yellow, but a filament of midnight fog streamed from it like a demonic flag.
Still running, she formed one hand into a fist then opened it and breathed fire, crushed it into a ball and threw it at the fehin. It hit dead center, crisping the creature. 
Remy stumbled, catching himself with one hand against a tall pine as he ground to a halt.
“What the fuck, Lilith.” He panted. 
She only had eyes for the smoking region above his head where the fireball had demolished the fehin. “Do you feel all right?” she asked.
“I’d feel better if I knew you weren’t trying to kill me.” He shrugged. “Other than that, no big deal.”
Men. 
Bulletproof and immortal. Except as a lyr he was pretty much both of those things, but he hadn’t faced anything like the fehin before. 
“It’d be really great if you could get it through your head that I’m not the enemy,” he said.
“You followed us up to the cabin, didn’t you.”
He nodded.
“So if you wanted to take Tasha back to Gideon, you could have. I get that.”
He spread his hands wide. “What do you want me to say?”
“Nothing. Right now I need you to look.” She pointed skyward. “See those things?”
He looked up through the trees to the patch of visible sky where the dark forms swarmed. Their number had increased.
“Yeah. What are they?” he asked. 
 “They’re demons called fehin. There was one attached to you. I got it off.”
“Okay. Thanks, I think.” He studied the sky. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like that before.” Turning back to her, he said, “Is that what you were talking about when you said we needed to run?”
“Yeah, and it wasn’t the first time I’d seen those fuckers.” She told him about her encounter with the fehin earlier, leaving out how she’d learned that Gaebryl was responsible for introducing the fehin to the earth realm. 
Gaebryl had a lot to answer for, but that list was already long.
“They don’t seem to have followed us,” Remy said.
“Where they’re circling is too close to my cabin. I’m worried about Tasha.”
Remy frowned. “She’s not in the cabin.”
Lilith started. “What do you mean?”
“After I saw her leave the cabin, I went inside. You weren’t there, so I—”
“What about Erin?”
“Who’s Erin?”
“Redhead. Friend of Tasha’s. She was on the couch, sleeping.”
He shook his head. “There was no one in the cabin.”
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
“Is that a bonfire?”
As Remy pointed to what looked like a small fire in a clearing under the tall pines, Lilith came up beside him and squatted. Both were exhausted from running, but they’d managed to find where the fehin had gathered.
He waited while Lilith studied the scene. The clearing was small, maybe twenty feet across from side to side. Tall grass covered the ground and ran all the way up to the edge of the bright glow in the center of the area. He expected her to say why yes, that is a fire, but somehow knew that was wrong. The grass was too close to the glow; it would have burned. Not to mention how the fire morphed and shifted in ways that were almost…reptilian.
“No,” Lilith whispered, “it’s fehin. A lot of fehin clumped together.”
Dozens more of the dark shapes hung from trees like demonic moss and even more circled overhead. A human-sized form lay on the ground to the right of the fire, wrapped in a quilt and tied with rope. Blond hair spilled on the ground.
Another person-sized form capered around the piled fehin, dancing and cackling. 
Erin?
Remy rubbed his eyes to make sure he was getting it right. There was a kind of haze over the clearing that bent available light in odd directions and distorted everything. 
“It’s a nest,” Lilith said.
“We’ve got to get them out of there.”
“Just Tasha.”
“We can’t leave Erin,” he insisted.
“Yeah, we have to.”
He measured the expression on Lilith’s face:  dead serious. The kind of look he’d learned meant if you ask a question I’m going to have to kill you, but it also wasn’t the first time, so he asked.
“Why?’
“She’s dead.”
Erin danced and waved her arms and opened her mouth as if singing, although the only sounds he could make out were strange croons and grunts.
“She’s alive!”
Lilith caught him by the arm. “No, she’s not.”
Remy jerked free of her hold and started to stand. If he slipped sideways…
Lilith rose beside him, her voice soft and harsh in his ear. “Her aura is completely gone. She’s about as dead as dead gets. She’ll be ripe by dawn. The things that attacked us in town tonight smelled like rot and pieces were falling off of them. I couldn’t figure that part out until now.”
“Figure what?” he asked, although he didn’t want to know the answer. 
“They possess a body and live off the life energy until it’s gone, until the person is dead. Then they hang around until it’s decomposed too far to be useful. I guess after that, they go hunting for another host.”
Remy’s gaze followed Erin’s mad dance around the clearing, searching for any sign that she might simply be off her rocker or so drugged she’d lost her mind.
“She might still be in there and the presence of the fehin are masking her aura…or whatever.” There were many life forms in the ocean that lived various states of symbiosis. Parasites who were beneficial to the host.
“I’m telling you she’s gone. There’s nothing we can do for her.”
“We can’t leave her here.”
“If we waste time on Erin, we risk losing Tasha, as well. We’ve got to do what we can and fast.”
In some part of his brain, Remy knew Lilith was right. Erin’s body moved as if plucked randomly by invisible wires, but worst of all, there was no light in her eyes. They stared in one direction; fixed and oddly pale, no matter which way the fehin tossed the body.
“Come on, Remy, do you think you can go sideways?”
“Yeah.” 
“Go in and get Tasha.”
“What about you?”
“Just take care of Tasha. When you get out, follow me. I’ll leave a trail even a blind were could follow.”
“I don’t like this,” he growled.
“You wanted me to trust you. Now it’s your turn.”
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
Lilith ran up the trail to the cave, pushing faster and harder, pushing until her legs burned. She wasn’t afraid of being followed by fehin, and for once she wasn’t afraid of being chased by weres. She was counting on them to pick up her trail. 
All she could think about was Gaebryl, her master.
Gaebryl, the seraphim who’d comforted her the night her mother died.
Gaebryl, the jealous lover she’d walked away from three hundred years ago, which had led to the period she thought of as the French Disaster. Gaebryl had disciplined her by randomly killing anyone she’d cared about. 
The body count had risen before she’d finally given in. She still blamed herself for those deaths. If not for her arrogance, if not for her stiff-necked defiance, they might have lived. Short lives in comparison to the sweep of her existence, but worthy lives all the same; lives that could have been rich and full cut short, and all because of her.
It was why she kept Remy and everyone else at arm’s length.
Never again would she allow her weakness to paint a target on an innocent’s back for a seraphim’s whim.
Gaebryl, the sucking bastard who’d introduced a new demon to this realm for his own amusement.
He would not get away with it this time. His latest scheme would become his undoing.
When she reached the cave, she blew through the wards, ducking just in time to avoid the shiny garrote and making certain each one in the sequence had been deactivated, leaving the cave unprotected. 
She found the seraphim reclining in his singular chair, idly strumming his lyre as if he’d been waiting for her and decided to strike a pose. She wanted to spit, but refrained.
He wore white from head to toe, but that was the only thing about him that was the least bit angelic. He had the sensual lips of an enthusiastic sinner set under a prominent nose and deep-set dark brown eyes. Throw a patch over one eye and a gold hoop through an ear and he’d pass for a pirate. His dark hair fell to his shoulders in messy ringlets that might have been effeminate on another man.
Except he wasn’t a man.
Lilith had to remind herself of this every time she encountered him. Her master. The very thought made righteous indignation fire in her soul. It warmed her, and she held the anger close, but that was all the good it did her. Under normal circumstances, she was about as likely to break free of Gaebryl’s control, as Crispin was to fulfill his passion for David Beckham.
Fortunately, there was nothing normal about this night.
The idea had come to her while she’d watched the fehin nest and remembered the second feather Gaebryl had left for her—the one in the place where the man in the red plaid shirt had been sitting. Practically in the same location as the fehin attack.
Not a coincidence.
Humans were obviously easily susceptible to the fehin. Gaebryl had wanted to find out how she fared against the demons.
So he had been planning this. 
Tensions between the were packs were at an all time high. It would take little provocation to spark a full-blown war. Into this volatile mix, Gaebryl had introduced a new weapon:  the fehin. It had taken a while for her to make the connection, because who would think of a demon as a weapon?
Only a seraphim.
But he had forgotten one thing:  weapons could be used by anyone—anyone with sufficient power and knowledge, that is.
She crossed into his chamber.
“You’re late,” Gaebryl said.
“I was detained, but I think you know that already.”
As if in response, he waved a big hand at a lump that lay on the floor a few feet away. “What do you make of that? It’s filthy and probably ruining my rug, but I wanted you to take a look at it first. It’s why I summoned you.”
Lilith wrinkled her nose, getting a whiff of unwashed flesh, spilled beer and the ripe stench of a garbage bin. “Don’t you have better things to do?”
“My Lilith, so predictable.” He sighed and set the lyre aside. “You’ve been ignoring me lately, so I went after you this evening, but,” and here he paused to burn her with an angry look, “you got lucky. That thing distracted me. If not, we would have been having an entirely different conversation.”
Lilith shivered, despite the comforting warmth of her fury.
“What do you make of it?” Gaebryl asked.
The lump rolled over and let out a massive burp. It was a human male, his short, chubby legs encased in dirty tan trousers. His red plaid shirt had hiked up to reveal his round white belly sprinkled with dark hairs. 
As she’d expected, he was the same man she’d seen sitting on the park bench before the demon attack.
“It is a human being,” Lilith said. “What do you want from me?” 
“I wanted you to have a look at the thing,” Gaebryl said. “Before I put it down, of course.”
“You’re going to kill him?”
“I believe that’s what to put down means,” Gaebryl said mildly. 
“Killing humans is your new hobby? Oh wait, I forgot, it’s your old hobby.”
Gaebryl laughed. “Hardly. Look closer, my dear. I can’t believe you haven’t noticed by now.” He frowned. “Sloppy, that. Makes me wonder if you’re slipping.”
“I’m not slipping,” she snapped.
She crossed over to the supine man and knelt next to him. The smell was the most distinctive thing, and it was identical to the noxious gas that had puffed from the demons. Closing her eyes, she narrowed her awareness to a fine point and called power from the earth. It was easier here inside the mountain. 
When she opened her eyes, she could see the man’s aura in fine detail. To her horror, it had the same gray shadow at the edges as Tasha’s friend, along with similar dark markings that resembled a pattern of wires. Only the lines in this man’s aura were more clearly formed than in Erin’s. Instead of a random pattern, it looked like one thing, one being.
And it moved. It slipped and slithered through the aura like a fish in a bowl.
They’re out there, and they want in.
“He won’t last long,” Lilith said.
“I only waited because of your tardiness. Do you think I’d be doing this creature any kindness by allowing the fehin to continue to suck the life from him?” The seraphim huffed his indignation.
“Why are they called fehin?” Making conversation helped give her more time to draw power.
“I’ve no idea. It’s their proper name.”
“I’ve never heard of them before.” 
“That’s because they’re not from this realm,” Gaebryl said. “Or any realm, really. They were been banished from most of the worlds of light and spent the last eon or two wandering the abyss between the worlds. Can’t blame them, really, for wanting to come in, but still, it cannot be permitted.”
Banished. Worlds of light. Abyss between the worlds.
This wasn’t like the Gaebryl Lilith knew to share and talk of other worlds as if she were his equal. He also sounded genuinely mystified by how the fehin had appeared. But it could also be a show. He was a consummate liar.
“If he’s going to die anyway, why not try to remove the fehin?”
Gaebryl shrugged in a show of nonchalance, but his fingers had tightened their grip on the arm of his chair. “Be a lot of work for nothing.”
“Will you allow me to try?”
He waved a hand. “Go ahead.”
This was the dangerous part. Once the fehin was free, she would be vulnerable.
“We’ll need a container for it once I get it out. Some way to corral the demon.”
“No doubt.” Gaebryl said sourly. He reached into the pocket of his white trousers and pulled out a clear quartz crystal mounted on a silver chain.  “Try this.”
“That’s not an ordinary crystal.”
“I took it off a dead mage, so while it has been used, it will serve.”
Right.
Lilith looped the delicate chain over her fingers, allowing the crystal to swing back and forth. Slowly she lowered it until it dipped into the outermost layer of the sleeping man’s aura.
Immediately, the fehin reacted, swimming faster through the murky aura, going round and round and back again in a jerky, erratic pattern. The unconscious man moaned.
“Gently,” Gaebryl crooned. 
He took up his lyre again and began to sing in a rich baritone. The fehin’s movements slowed. Lilith was able to find the glowing bit of orange she thought of as the demon’s heart. She moved her hand, pacing the orange glow, focusing on the thing, moving closer, then pulling away. Teasing and luring until the demon’s attention was well and truly caught, and then, just then, she swiftly inserted the crystal in the glowing heart, and it was captured.
The man in the red shirt convulsed and died.
Lilith shuddered and closed her eyes. She wanted to mourn this life, but she had not known him. So many deaths and all lay at the seraphim’s feet.
“Don’t tell me you’ve taken up prayer, now?” His voice was a lazy drawl.
She opened her eyes. “No, but perhaps you should, because I was calling power.”
She lifted the crystal high. Within the facets, something that looked like smoke swirled. What the seraphim didn’t seem to realize and what she had suddenly understood when she’d watched poor, doomed Erin cavort in the clearing, was that a fehin, fat and full of the life energy of its latest victim, was a source of untold magickal power.
A weapon, indeed.
She turned that weapon now on Gaebryl. Focusing her power through the crystal and spoke the words she’d been longing to say for three hundred years.
In darkness, light.
In death, life.
Fear is the spike that binds me—
I feel no fear.
Truth is the blade that frees me—
I seek only truth
I will not turn from it though I pass the gates of death.
I renounce you.
The silver rune she’d worn since childhood burned for the last time and then vanished.
She was free. 
She didn’t know how she’d expected Gaebryl to react. Slow, arrogant clapping was not one of the options.
“You can’t control me any longer,” she said.
He smiled. “I haven’t for some time, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t still mine.”
She glanced over her shoulder then back at Gaebryl and the crystal. Shock soured the triumph she’d felt at finally winning her freedom from this monster. 
He’d wanted a new weapon, and he’d created one, just not the one she’d thought.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
The reason Remy found the cave entrance was because Lilith had left a glowing trail only an idiot could have missed. Which meant every were in a five mile radius would be converging on this spot shortly. He concluded it was what Lilith had intended, that or she’d lost her mind.
Trust me, she’d said. 
Well, he’d delivered. 
Gently, he lowered Tasha to the ground. He’d untied her bonds and released her from the quilt that had been tightly wrapped about her before heading up the mountain. She held on to his arm for a moment to steady herself.
“Are you all right?”
She nodded. There were huge dark shadows under her eyes. She was frighteningly pale, exhausted and pushed beyond her ability to cope, but as far as he could tell, untouched by the fehin. She wore a baggy sweatshirt, gym shorts and sneakers that looked like they were a size too big. Shivers racked her body. She wrapped her arms around her middle and hunched her shoulders.
“I’m sorry about your friend.”
Tasha sniffed, and tears welled in her brown eyes.
A powerful roar broke the silence. Gideon Black, in human form, strode out of the shadows like a force of nature. Behind him loped an army of weres, big and deadly. 
Tasha gasped and clung to Remy. He backed into the entrance to the cave dragging a terrified Tasha with him.
Gideon commanded the middle of the clear space outside the opening while his warriors formed a half-circle, blocking any avenue of possible escape. With relief, Remy saw no sign of the Lost Legacy alpha. But that meant one of two things:  either they hadn’t found him yet, or they had, and he was dead.
“Thank you for finding her for me,” Gideon said, “but you’re going to have to explain why you brought her up here.” He looked around and spread his hands wide. “I can’t imagine coming here was her idea.”
“We need to talk about the situation,” Remy said, “but not now and not here.”
Gideon whistled. A large white wolf broke free from the pack and trotted to Gideon’s side. “Owen disagrees.” He scratched behind the wolf’s ears.
“His eyes,” Tasha said softly. “They’re blue.” She looked up at Remy. “That’s not… that can’t be…”
“Yeah, it is. Owen.”
She broke into tears. Remy collected her against his chest and glared at Gideon. There were a few choice things he wanted to say, but not in Tasha’s presence.
He jumped when a hand touched his shoulder. Lilith. He hadn’t heard her coming. Her eyes were wide and dark in the pale oval of her face. The silver rune he’d never seen her without had vanished from the silver chain, and in its place she wore a crystal that went light and dark by turns as something moved within the facets.
“Let me take it from here,” she said softly.
He moved aside. Tasha started to speak then seemed to think better of it.
Lilith paced out of the cave and stood about ten feet away from Gideon. She was not a small woman, but she looked slight in comparison to the alpha.
“I’ve come to make good on my promise,” Lilith said. “But there are some things you don’t know, my lord. Factors that will influence your decision.”
“Decision? There’s no decision,” Gideon said. “The woman is mine.”
Tasha shuddered again and huddled closer to Remy.
Lilith turned around gestured at Remy. “Bring her here.”
“No,” Tasha said, “I’m not going out there.”
“How about if I go with you?”
She hesitated, her eyes liquid, then nodded. 
He walked slowly with Tasha on his arm feeling like this was some bizarre wedding ceremony and he was about to give away the bride. Before he released Tasha, he whispered in her ear, “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Remember that.”
Lilith took Tasha’s hand in hers. “What Remy said. The choice is yours.”
Tasha shook her head. “I don’t understand any of this.”
Turning back to Gideon, Lilith said, pointing, “But he does. In the bar, you knew what she was. The minute you kissed her hand, you knew. That’s why you kept mentioning Gaebryl later when we were in the banquet room.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Gideon protested. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
A rush of wind blew through the clearing, kicking up dried pinecones and pebbles. The weres whined and pawed at the ground. Remy looked up, fearing to see the ghostly forms of circling fehin above and then the weres quieted. The silence shredded his last nerve. It was as if even the breeze was afraid to move.
Sweat prickled his brow.
The massive wingspan blocked the moon as the seraphim descended. 
Remy blinked to make sure what he was seeing was real.
He’d never seen a seraphim before, not outside of books and movies. It was one thing to know that a witch belonged to one of them and quite another to see one touch the ground and fold his majestic wings gracefully behind him. Lilith never even glanced in the seraphim’s direction, but kept her gaze trained on Gideon.
Some of the weres rolled on their bellies. Gideon snarled and snapped, but it did no good.
The seraphim—Gaebryl—towered over Pacific Range alpha. They made an odd pair:  a were and a seraphim facing Lilith like recalcitrant schoolboys. 
Lilith turned Tasha’s hand over so the were mark blazed neon red. “This mark has been the source of a great deal trouble along with the hex I placed upon it.” She hit Tasha with a level stare. “If you desire, I can remove them—the mark and the hex.”
“No!” Gideon shouted.
The seraphim rested a hand on Gideon’s shoulder. “If she can remove a were’s mark and a hex at the same time without damaging the woman…” He paused and looked at Lilith. “I assume it’s your intent to do so without harming her?”
“Yes,” Lilith said flatly.
“Well then,” Gaebryl continued, “if I were you, I’d think twice about challenging someone like that.” He waved a hand airily. “But do as you see fit.”
Gideon snarled but remained silent.
Lilith faced Tasha. “Once the mark is removed you will be free of the weres. However, you can never be free of who and what you are. You are a witch. Unconscious and untrained, but a witch you are, nonetheless. That’s why my hex didn’t work properly.”
Tasha tried to pull her hand away from Lilith and mumbled a steady no, no, no under her breath, but Lilith held firm.
“By the terms of the Kinraven Charter, all witches belong to the seraphim,” Lilith said quietly. “Someone hid you when you were a child.”
“But I don’t remember,” Tasha said.
“That doesn’t change anything.”
“So why do you keep saying I have a choice?” Tasha’s voice was small and tremulous.
“Owen marked you, but after he submitted, that right passed to Gideon as his alpha. Gideon has indicated he will take you. If that is your choice.”
“You said you could remove the mark?”
“I can,” Lilith said, “but then you will be subject to the seraphim.”
“That’s not really a choice,” Tasha said bitterly.
“Look at it this way,” Lilith said. “Gideon wants you because you’re a beautiful woman, but also because you’re a witch, and he’ll own something that should, by right and title, belong to the seraphim.”
“You make it sound like I’m some expensive piece of art.”
“More than that,” Lilith said. “Should another war break out between the weres and the seraphim, having you on the side of the weres would be a great advantage.”
“What does it mean to be subject to the seraphim,” Tasha asked.
“It means,” Gaebryl said, “you will come into your power. You will become the woman and the witch you were meant to be.”
Tasha pinned Lilith with her gaze. “Is that true?”
“Yes. I can’t tell you one is better than the other because this is a choice no one should ever have to make.”
Lifting her hands helplessly, Tasha said, “I don’t know how to decide. This is impossible. I don’t have enough information.”
Remy stepped foreword. “There’s another way.” All eyes turned to him. “With your leave, my lords Gaebryl and Gideon, we are all tired and overwrought. This is not a small thing, but a woman’s life at stake. Allow a set period of time in which Tasha can learn more.”
“She’s already chosen,” Gideon thundered. “She allowed Owen to mark her.”
“Not when she doesn’t remember,” Lilith said, and then added in a silky tone. “Are you certain you want to welcome an unconscious witch to your bed? All that power and not under control? Think of the mayhem she could cause.”
Gideon’s face turned red, but he backed down.
“I propose the lady spends one month with me and one month with the cur,” Gaebryl said. “I doubt she’ll last that long with him, but fair is fair.”
Remy took Tasha’s hand in his. “What do you say?”
“I need time,” Tasha said, “so my answer is yes.”
Gaebryl bent on one knee. Remy passed Tasha to him. The seraphim gathered her in his arms, spread his wings and leapt into the sky.
Gideon lunged at Lilith. Remy whirled, ready to strike, but before he could move, a beam of light shot from the crystal, hitting the big were. He fell back, a hand clutched to his chest and a look of astonishment on his face.
“Try that again,” Lilith said, “I might not miss the next time.”
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
Lilith had never invited a man to her cabin before, so when she opened the door and Remy walked inside, she felt an odd urge to bustle about, fold the rumpled quilt and pick up the discarded clothing from the floor. But she did none of those things, choosing instead to stand aside and allow him to look around. This was her home—the one place in the world where she felt safe.
She had invited him into her world.
For no apparent reason, she remembered his words from the banquet room:  I’m trying to protect you.
She was reasonably sure he was the first man to attempt to do so in a very long time. It had been so long, in fact, that she hadn’t recognized his actions for what they were.
But she was different now. 
Free.
Free of the old fears that forced her to keep her distance, and yet it made her oddly shy with him.
“Take me on the grand tour,” he said.
She laughed. “There’s not that much to see.”
He wrapped an arm around her and steered her toward the back. “Unless I’m mistaken, this would be the kitchen.”
“Correct.”
Hugging her close, he gently closed her eyes with the tips of his fingers. “I want you to imagine we’re at the finest hotel.”
“Not in Paris.”
“You have something against Paris?”
She sighed. “It’s a long story.”
“Okay, no hotel then. Imagine we’re in a beautiful cabin in the woods.”
“That easy.” She put her head on his chest.
“And a dashing stranger opens the door and climbs the ladder to your bed.” He moved against her, his hips swaying in gentle motion. She moved with him.
“He takes you in his arms. Lifts your snowy white shift over your head and kisses you deeply.”
He rubbed her shoulders with his big hands and warmed the hard, cold and lonely places in her heart at the same time. She looked up at him and knew it was going to be all right.
They were going to climb the ladder and fall into her bed, and he would kiss her deeply. 
She would open to him, and they would move together until she forgot where she ended and he began.
And in the morning or on another morning, and only when she was ready, she would face a world made new.
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